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Born in the El-Biar district of Algiers in 1930, Jacques Derrida is probably the best known of French philosophers living today. His work has been translated into numerous languages and has been of influence not only in philosophy but in a whole range of humanities-related disciplines: literary and cultural studies, sociology and anthropology, history and legal studies.


It is commonly acknowledged that Derrida’s writing can be difficult, this for a number of reasons. First there is the difficulty of the concepts and arguments themselves, a difficulty compounded by the fact of Derrida’s training in a continental tradition of philosophy with which non-French readers are not always readily conversant. Second, Derrida’s philosophy is not a systematic philosophy, that is to say, he does not present the reader with a finished philosophical system in which each term is defined and located, from first principles to final theory. As we shall see, much of his analysis and reasoning is conducted in dialogue with other thinkers, through a process of close reading, citation and commentary. The problem with this approach is that the reader often needs to have some knowledge of these thinkers before he or she can even begin to follow Derrida’s arguments with any degree of consistency. A final difficulty is the actual style of Derrida’s writing. While this is never wilfully opaque, to those used to so-called ‘plain’ language it can often seem highly rhetorical. For the English-speaking reader, this has partly to do with the sometimes considerable differences in register between English and French, but it is complicated by Derrida’s own penchant for paradoxical formulation, neologism and various forms of wordplay. Not surprisingly, this has created many difficulties for foreign translators of his work.


The corpus of Derrida’s published work is extensive, covering a period of over thirty years. The aspect of his philosophy I intend to concentrate on in this short study comes from an earlier phase of his work, though the questions and problems it addresses could be seen as being fundamental to his thought: the theory of writing and the mode of philosophical enquiry called ‘deconstruction’. These are the two main strands of one of Derrida’s most important early texts, Of Grammatology (1967),1 which will be the principal focus of the following commentary. More specifically, the commentary will be concentrating on Derrida’s reading and critique of the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908– ) in a central chapter of this book, using it as a working example of deconstruction and of the theory of writing.


The task Derrida sets himself in Of Grammatology is an ambitious one: to question and contest a tradition of Western thought in which writing has consistently been cast in a role subordinate to that of speech. Whereas speech is habitually associated with reason and rationality (the Greek notion of logos) and the voice is perceived as being closer to the inner ‘truth’ of individual consciousness, writing is considered to be a secondary extension or supplement to the voice, an auxiliary technology employed by human reason but not essential to it. Speech is the guarantor of presence and of authenticity, whereas writing represents artifice and absence, the alienation and deferment of presence. In Of Grammatology, Derrida’s critique of this historical subordination of writing, which he calls ‘logocentrism’, takes the form of close, sustained readings of thinkers representing different instances or ‘moments’ of the logocentric tradition, the most substantial of which are the readings devoted to Saussure, Lévi-Strauss and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.


Derrida’s choice of Saussure and especially of Lévi-Strauss as examples of logocentrism was not an arbitrary one, if one takes into account the very particular context of France in the 1960s. Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913) is normally regarded as the founder of modern linguistics. He is credited with having transformed linguistics from a predominantly historical and comparative discipline into a rigorous science, with its own specific programme and methods of analysis. Saussure argued that language is a system, in which it is the relations between elements and not the elements themselves that are responsible for meaning. An individual word, for example, only makes sense in terms of its difference, phonetically and conceptually, from other words: meaning is differential, while the terms (phonetic elements, words, etc.) in themselves are arbitrary. According to Saussure, the task of the linguist was to investigate the deep-level structures which governed the differential relations between the constituent elements of language, rather than the contingent and mutable realizations of these structures, such as one would find in the everyday production of language. Lévi-Strauss’s innovation was to argue that the different social practices and institutions studied by anthropologists, for example kinship structures or mythological representations, could be treated as a kind of second-order language, amenable to the same kind of analysis Saussure had pioneered in linguistics. The task of the anthropologist would be to discern the deep-level structures to which these different social phenomena would be reducible.


Lévi-Strauss’s structural anthropology was extremely influential in France during the 1950s and 1960s, inspiring a whole range of disciplines, from history and philosophy to psychoanalysis and literary studies, and thus initiating the movement that came to be known as ‘structuralism’. Equally important was the description of these disciplines as the ‘human sciences’. As precisely sciences of the human, the human sciences claimed to have left behind the metaphysical preoccupations of traditional philosophy and to be offering both a more concrete and more scientific perspective on the totality of human experience. The traditional role of philosophy as the privileged point of synthesis of human knowledge – both scientific and humanistic – thus seemed increasingly redundant: the human sciences had no need of this kind of philosophy, and could think for themselves. There was therefore a strong sense at this time that philosophy had been displaced from its traditional position at the centre of humanistic enquiry, while structuralism and the new human sciences swept all before them. Jean-Paul Sartre’s version of existentialism, which had more or less dominated intellectual debate in France since the war, suddenly appeared limited and outdated. Lévi-Strauss himself attacked the subjectivist bias of existentialism: a philosophy based on personal experience, he argued, can never tell us anything essential about society or humanity, but is simply a dramatization of the individual. Moreover, he criticized the ethnocentrism of a philosophy whose conception of the individual subject was entirely culture-specific and thus far from achieving the universality it claimed.


Given the context just described, Derrida’s readings of Saussure and Lévi-Strauss in Of Grammatology should therefore be seen as a necessary and important intervention in the debate which developed around structuralism in the 1960s. Surprisingly, perhaps, his commentary and critique of Lévi-Strauss concentrates not on the latter’s theoretical work, as described above, but on a text which is primarily an autobiography, Tristes tropiques, published in 1955. Tristes tropiques was Lévi-Strauss’s personal account of his initiation into anthropology, his fieldwork studies undertaken in Brazil in the 1930s, and more generally his experience of a changing world in the interwar and postwar years. This was interspersed with passages of straight ethnographic description, sometimes directly transposed from Lévi-Strauss’s academic work, and more general, philosophical reflection on the meaning and possible mission of anthropology in relation to the West’s continuing transformation of global culture.


Derrida is particularly interested in Tristes tropiques because it is in one of its ‘ethnographic’ chapters, devoted to a South-American Indian tribe called the Nambikwara, that Lévi-Strauss advances what to all intents and purposes is a theory of writing. As Derrida shows, this theory does not stand alone as an isolated, self-enclosed formulation, but is part of a whole demonstration that both prepares and justifies it. The structure and register of this demonstration is narrative rather than argumentative, and takes the form of two exemplary scenes involving the ethnologist and his subjects, both recounted in a chapter named ‘A Writing Lesson’. The first scene describes how, as a routine part of his field research, the ethnologist distributes paper and pencils among the small Nambikwara group he is staying with, in order to observe and record their reactions. The Nambikwara, he informs the reader, do not know how to write, nor do they draw, apart from certain point or zigzag patterns decorated onto the shells of their gourds. He is therefore surprised when after a few days they begin drawing horizontal, undulating lines on the paper. He assumes that they are attempting to imitate his own writing and drawing as they would have observed it, but notes that they progress no further than this imitation. The chief of the small group, on the other hand, appears to be more enterprising, and alone among his people seems to have understood the function of writing. When working with the ethnologist, he scribbles meaningless lines on his pad in imitation of his guest, and pretends that these lines possess a sense, which he then proceeds to read out.
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