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Summary

In this study, I propose a reading of Derrida as a Cartesian thinker. The mode
of reading is closely textual and not historical; and the analysis focuses on the
methodological or dispositional affinities between a sceptical Descartes 1n cogitation
and a deconstructive Derrida, to the exclusion of the onto-theological aspects of their
arguments. I locate the source of such epistemological affinities between them in the
self-reflexivity of philosophical self-doubt or self-criticism, and highlight, in the
course of analysis, the formatively self-referential aspects of both Cartesian
scepticism and Derridian deconstruction; The point of contention is that, in both
cases, the starting point of thinking is the self that self-reflects.

Standard interpretations tend to view Derrida as an anti-Cartesian thinker;
Against this reading, I advance the following two points of contention. Firstly, I argue
that Derrida can be read as a Cartesian thinker in that his reflexive tendency 1s
indicative of his implicit commitment to the methodological or epistemological
Cartesianism, i.e. the reflexive mode of cogitation. The claim here, limited to such an
extent, is that there is a structural resemblance between the reflexive form of
Descartes’s cogito and that of Derrida’s deconstructive move in that both thinkers
follow performatively reflexive, and reflexively repeated moves; The Derridian move
is only one “step” beyond, and in this sense derivative from, the Cartesian. Secondly,
I argue further that Derrida can be read as a radical Cartesian. For this, I present a
reading of Derrida’s reflexive hauntology as a sceptical radicalisation of Descartes’s
reflective ontology. By bringing to the fore a structurally Cartesian dimension which
underlies the Derridian economy of writing and thinking, I argue, against Derrida’s
self-understanding of his (non-)project, that deconstruction is to be read as a
conservative intra-metaphysical trajectory rather than as a transgressive endeavour to
go beyond metaphysics. In highlighting the traditional aspects of deconstruction as
opposed to the revolutionary sides of it, my aim is both to explicate the significance
of Derrida’s deconstructive project and, at the same time, to expose its constitutive
limits, deconstruction taken as a meta-critical, reflexive endeavour to transcend the
limits of philosophy by philosophy. The critical point I raise against Dernda is the
following: Insofar as the logic or strategy of his deconstruction remains structurally
locked in, and at the same time exploitative of, the implicit binarism of Cartesian
scepticism, i.e. the logic of either-or, the deconstructive gesture that attempts to think
“the Other” by reflecting critically upon its own condition of thinking, 1s bound to be
self-reflexive or self-referential, therefore, self-corrosively ineffectual.

Part I sets out to articulate the aforementioned two contentions of thesis. It
aims to discover the recursively self-reflexive movements in the writings of Derrida.
For this, chapter 2 offers an analysis of some of Derrida’s central terms of hauntology
that are descriptive of the movements and moments of meta-reflection, viz. double,
mark, fold, interest, and law. Although Part I deals mainly with Derrida, the reflexive
dimension of Descartes’s cogito argument is also analysed in an early stage [1.31] to
the extent that it can set the terms for the subsequent reading of Derrida as a Cartesian
[1.32 -2.3]. Part II elaborates the key points made in Part I, first by providing a
detailed account of the Cartesian economy of self-reflexivity [Chapter 4], and second,
by closely reading selected passages from Derrida’s essay on Descartes, “Cogifo et
histoire de la folie’ [Chapter 5). Derrida’s defensive and sympathetic reading of
Descartes’s madmen against Foucault’s, the last chapter argues, exemplifies a case of
Derrida as a committed Cartesian with a mind bent on methodic meta-reflection.
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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations have been used in the text and notes for
frequently cited works by Descartes and Derrida. Full publication information for
these works 1s given in References. Citations of both original and English translations

take the form of [DG 90/61]; refer to Note on Notations and Quotations for details.

<Works by Descartes>

[Disc) Discours de la méthode/ Discourse on the Method

[Med] Meditationes/ Meditations

[Op] De la dioptrique/ Optics

[Pr1] Principia Philosophiae/ Principles of Philosophy

[R] Regulae ad Directionem Ingenii/ Rules for the Direction of the Mind
[Rch] La recherche de la vérité/ The Search for Truth

<Works by Derrida>

[Adieu] ‘Adieu’

[Alt] Alterités

[Apo] Apories/ Aporias

[C] Feu la cendre/ Cinders

[D] ‘Desistance’/ ‘Desistance’

[DG] De la grammatologie/ Of Grammatology

[Diss] La dissémination/ Dissemination

[ED] Ecriture et différance/ Writing and Difference

[FM] ‘By Force of Mourning’

[Four] ‘Fourmis’

[Glas] Glas/ Glas

{LJ] ‘Lettre & un ami japonais’/ ‘Letter to a Japanese Friend’

[MA] Mémoires d'aveugle/ Memoir of the Blind

[MP] Marges de la philosophie/ Margins of Philosophy

[MPM] Mémoires pour Paul de Man/ Memories of Paul de Man

[Pass] ‘Passions’/ ‘Passions: an Oblique Offering’

[Po] Points de suspension/ Points

[Pos] Positions/ Positions

[PR] “Les pupilles de l'université: le principe de raison et I'idée de 'université’/
“The Principle of Reason: The University in the Eyes of its Pupil’

[Problem] Le problém de la genésis dans la philosophie de Husserl

[SN] ‘Sauf le nom’/ ‘Sauf le mom’

[SpecM] Spectres de Marx/Spectres of Marx

[Sur] ‘Survivre’/ ‘Living On’

[TOJ] ‘The Time is Out of Joint’

[TT] ‘Pontuations:le temps de thése’/ ‘Punctuations: the Time of a Thesis’

[VP] La voix et le phénoméne/ Speech and Phenomena

[VPT] La vérité en peinture/ The Truth in Painting
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Notes on Notations and Quotations

1. For primary sources, both original texts (Latin and French) and translations
(where available) have been used. Accordingly, all page numbers noted are those
appearing in original and translations; for example, [VPT 14/8] refers to page 14 of
La vérité en peinture, and page 8 of The Truth in Painting, respectively. When a
translation is either not available for the text in quotation at the time of writing, or
not used, I provide my English translation and refer only to the page number(s)
appearing in original; for example, [Alt 82] refers to page 82 of Alterités [Derrida
1986al].

2. For secondary sources, when the use of original word(s) is of critical importance,
both the original and the translation (where available) have been used; the format
used for quotation of the primary sources also applies to this case. When only the
translation is used, that is, when the quotation of the word(s) appearing in original
is of a secondary concern, I indicate it either by noting “trans.” (e.g.,
[Merleau-Ponty, 1945: 371, trans.]) or by providing the English title of the original
( e.g., [Husserl, Ideas I, §1}).

3. Also note the difference appearing in the main text between emphases in original
and my emphases added, when a need arises to put an extra stress on the words or
phrases that have already been emphasised in the original, I indicate it by

underlining them.
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0. Introduction

0.1 Doing Without Descartes? : A Starting Point

Anti-Cartesians cannot be against Descartes without themselves being, 1n a

sense, Cartesian. In ‘The relevance of Cartesianism [Carraud 1987: 69-81],” Vincent

Carraud makes an interesting point. He begins his essay by saying:

A philosophy need not be afraid of being out-of-date. Any true philosophy,
ultimately as soon as it is published, necessarily remains so, thus necessarily
remains relevant. This is the case of Descartes’s philosophy. [...] if the
relevance of Cartesianism does exist, it is the true one, the original one. So, even
nowadays, we cannot philosophise without Descartes (even though some people
would like to philosophise ggainst Descartes). [69]

We cannot philosophise without Descartes, even when we do so against Descartes.

His claim is that we the 20th century post-Cartesians, we Heideggerians, and we
Levinasians, for example, are “required to think from Descartes [76]” every time we
attempt at a radical beginning, at a radical break with Descartes.

Amongst several contemporary examples Carraud introduced here, perhaps
the most illuminating and specific is his discussion of the way in which “Emmanuel
Levinas’s reflection on the infinite transcendence of God is organised [75, see

75-6].” Carraud’s contention is that Levinas’s version of God appearing in Totalité et
Infini can be read as a sequel to Descartes’s drafted in Meditationes. Seen from this
point of view, Levinas’s point of departure can be said to lie precisely in “the
paradoxical nexus” around the concept of the infinite Descartes has originally

formulated and left unresolved in the third Meditationel.

I Derrida makes the same point in [ED 15447/ 104-6].
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The fundamental aporia of the cogito troubling the res cogitans of the infinite,

which Descartes has articulated, is that the idea of the infinite exceeds the cogitatio

(thought) itself. As Derrida says in the same vein,

Descartes, in his reflexion (la réflexion) on the cogito, becomes aware that the
infinity not only cannot be constituted as a (dubitable) object, but has already

made infinity possible as a cogito overflowing the object [ED 156-7/106,

translation revised].

Namely, the Cartesian aporia of thinking infinity? is this: when thinking (of) the
infinite, I think more than I think (of it), therefore, I think an un-thought, an
unlimited thought of excess. Facing this paradox, as Carraud rightly observes,
Descartes uses it as a means by which to prove that “therefore, God exists.” The point
to be noted is that, for Descartes, it is the very experience of the limit, 1.e. the
thinking ego’s inability to capture infinity by the cogifo, that “proves” the existence
of God; according to him, God exists because the infinite being, God, must be the
cause of the very cogitatio of the infinite that is present in the cogifo. What becomes
conspicuous in this picture of thinking infinity or God is the locus of the cogitational
subject, the “I”” that attempts to think such an un-thought. Attention is drawn to the
very experience of failure. Descartes focuses upon the act of thinking, the cogito, and
the subject of thinking, res cogitans, thereby, deduces from the self-presence of this
act the existence of that which is thought in that present tense, cogitatum, 1.e. God.
Levinas follows this Cartesian line of thinking God, but at the same time,

attempts to think otherwise, i.e. to think the same (non-)thought from the other point

of view. What Levinas does, as Carraud points it out, is to shift the focus, to re-direct

2The notion of infinity referred to here, characterised as an “aporetic” one, is the kind that the sceptical
Descartes conceives in a narrowly methodological or strictly epistemological manner, that is to say,
without any preconceptions of the idea of God; the philosophical recuperation and subsequent
consolidation of Descartes’s faith in God takes place later, after this philosophical experience of aporia,
in the form of his proving the existence of God on the basis of the notion of infinity discovered as such
within his cogitational self.
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the phenomenological attention, from the cogito or the res cogitans to the cogitatum.

He turns to the other side of the same matter and does so without disturbing the very

Cartesian form of thinking.

[...] What Levinas 1s interested in here is not that God should be proved: it is
rather the fact that the idea of the infinite cannot start from myself; that in it, the
movement should start from what is thought and not from the thinker, from
the cogitatum and not from the res cogitans. [...] Of thinking the infinite,

Levinas says, “it is doing more or better than thinking.” [1987: 75-6]

According to this reading, Levinas’s reflection is viewed to take place within
the milieu of Cartesian problematic. Two points comprise this thought: first,
Levinas’s point of departure cannot be posited outside the path of the cogito
Descartes has opened up; second, even when Levinas’s reflection moves against the
direction Descartes has chosen to follow, precisely by virtue of following the other
direction, the untrodden path deserted within the incomplete tradition of thinking (of)
God, of reflecting (upon) God, the very transgressive gesture towards the absolute

transcendence of God remains, in this sense, caught up in the Cartesian tradition.
Again, the lesson exemplified here is the following: we cannot philosophise
without making a certain Cartesian commitment to philosophy, even when we do so
against Descartes. This point should become clearer, particularly when we
understand the meaning of “Cartesianism” in a broad methodological sense in which

1t 1s loosely defined as a philosophical orientation of the mind, as Jean-Marie
Beyssade is quoted as saying [Carraud 1987; 73], which “allows after following the
movement which reminds the spirit, to furn towards thing, to take on an exact
attitude 1n the temporal action.” Carraud’s open-ended conclusion is instructive in
this regard: “perhaps Descartes’s philosophy is more interesting through the
breaking-up, the contradictions, the aporias it originates in Cartesian’s Cartesianism

[75].” Cartesian thinkers, characterised in the broadest terms, are those who think by
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relying on reflective “turns” of the mind. As long as we “allow” our minds to
“follow” the deeply aporetic Cartesian “movement” of the cogito, we the
post-Cartesians, as Carraud argues, are perhaps more Cartesian than un-Cartesian,
even when we decide to become anti-Cartesian. At a fundamental level, we remain
committed to Cartesianism even when turning against Descartes precisely because we
are bound to be anti-Cartesian, as long as we allow the reflective model of thinking
to be taken as the norm. Any critical meta-reflection upon Descartes’s cogito is
bound to resemble that which it reflects, namely, the cogito, in so far as the critical
force of metalogical movement originates from the reflexive rationality of Cartesian
cogitation. One 1s bound to “turn” towards Descartes even when turning “against”
Descartes, as long as the mode of “turning”, i.e. the mode of reflection, whether it be
faithful (turning-towards) or transgressive (turning-against), is predetermined by, and
locked 1n, the Cartesian structure of double-thinking. This is the phenomenon one can
observe in Levinas’s reflection on Descartes’s God; and in what follows, we shall use

this insight as a starting point in our reading of Derrida in relation to Descartes.

0.2 Derrida with Descartes : A Stage Set-up

If Levinas resembles the onto-theological Descartes in and after the third
Meditatione, Derrida, by contrast, resembles the sceptical-rationalist Descartes that
comes before it, i.e. the Descartes of the first Meditatione (entitled, ‘What can be
called into doubt’) and the second (entitled, ‘The nature of the human mind, and how
it 1s better known than the body’). In the sense that both the philosophy of Levinas
and that of Derrida can be interpreted from such a Cartesian point of view either as a
“sequel” to Meditationes (the case of Levinas) or as a derivative from them (the case
of Derrida, as the thesis will argue), it can be said broadly that both thinkers think
within the tradition of Cartesianism. Within such constitutive or ori ginary

Cartesianism discoverable both in Levinas and in Derrida, there is, however, a

notable difference between the way Levinas’s pathos of thinking reflects Descartes’s
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and the way Derrida’s does. If the philosophy of Levinas can be said to be a version
of onto-theological Cartesianism, that of Derrida, by contrast, can be charactenised as
a version of sceptical Cartesianism.

To expand on the aforementioned difference only briefly, Levinas, the thinker
of the radical Other, follows the onto-theological Descartes; Descartes in good faith;
the Descartes after the second Meditatione [Med II, AT VII 25/CSM II 17°] in which

the first conclusion of sum is reached, who then moves on to the third round of

meditation in order to solidify the grounds of his first discovery of sum on the basis of
“the existence of God,” which 1s the title of the third Meditatione. A thematic link
between Descartes and Levinas can be found more explicitly later, for example, in the
fifth Meditatione, where “the existence of God” 1s “considered second time,”
particularly towards the end of that final meditation: “Thus I see plainly that the
certainty and truth of all knowledge depends uniquely on my awareness of the true

God, to such an extent that I was incapable of perfect knowledge about anything else
until I became aware of him [Med V, AT VII 71/CSM 1I 49].” An instructive point to
note is that the whole of Descartes’s meditations conclude with a thought on the
radical alterity of God, God the absolute other, with regard to whom the thinking ego
remains inadequate and insufficient. Interesting to see further, in this context, is a
textual effect of what may be described as a God-centric, as opposed to an
ego-centric, mode of cogitation, adopted therein: the de-centralisation of the
epistemological status of the ego of ego sum. What it signifies is that a shift of focus
takes place within Meditationes: the shift of a perspective from a thinking ego that
thinks of 1tself, to another thinking ego that attempts to thinks the other. In this

regard, 1t can be said that the first two Meditationes draw on the self-generative
reflexivity of the cogitational self, and that of the rest of Meditationes, on the
self-effacing non-reflexivity of the non-cogitational self. The self that appears in, and

governs the production of, the writings of Derrida resembles the ego-centric,

IS0 after considering everything very thoroughly, I must finally conclude that this proposition, 7 am, I
exist, is necessarily true whenever it is put forward by me or conceived in my mind.”
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reflexive self of the first and second Meditatione. One aspect of Dernida’s
Cartesianism which this study attempts to bring to the fore is the Derrida who, against
the Levinasian Descartes, follows and re-stages, in his text, the sceptical and
rationalistic Descartes of the first two Meditationes: the Descartes before the third
Meditatione: the pre-onto-theological and, in this narrowed sense, epistemological

Descartes: the Descartes in the metaphysical predicaments of reflexive egocentrism:

the Descartes in bad faith.

Derrida’s epistemological Cartesianism is implicit in his general
“undecidability” thesis that underlies most of his philosophical “aporias”. His
undecidability thesis, which argues for the impossibility of knowledge by
destabilising the referential security of language and the self (particularly, the
language of the self), can be read as a form of scepticism, and specifically as a kind
of radical and yet paradoxical scepticism that ends up putting in question the
epistemo-ontological validity of everything conceivable in the world except for the
implied epistemological supremacy of the sceptic himself. Descartes stages this
paradox at the beginning of the second Meditatione, rather cautiously and implicitly:
“I will suppose then, that everything I see is spurious. [...] So what remains true?
Perhaps just the one fact that nothing is certain. [Med II AT VII 24/CSM II 16]”; The
paradox here, of which Descartes seems to be aware albeit vaguely (the word
“perhaps” is a hint of such awareness), is that such a self-involving sceptic must be at

least “certain’ of “just the one (very) fact that nothing is certain” in order even to

make sense of his own scepticism, not to mention the validation of it. Observable
here, to say in an anticipation of the key contention of the thesis, 1s a structural
similarity between the sceptical Descartes’s meta-reflective move, tllustrated in the
quoted passage, and Derrida’s meta-certainty about his “undecidability” or
“indeterminacy” thesis, indicated by the excessive degree of repetitive persistence
and tenacious consistency with which such thesis is proposed in his texts. Not

surprising, in this regard, 1s that some commentators characterise Derrida who
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ceaselessly invents meta-words - e.g. différance,* with which he creates a meta-world
of hyper-reflection - as a “linguistic” kind of “malin génie (evil genius) [McKenna
[1992:54£f].5”

It is with such a specifically delineated, and narrowly defined, frame of
reference in mind that I will pursue a Cartesian reading of Derrida. Accordingly,
when the word “Cartesian” is used hereafter in relation to Derrida, its specific
meanings and restricted range of references are to be noted: It refers specifically and
narrowly to Descartes the ego-centric thinker appearing in the first two Meditationes,
i.e. the epistemological or methodological Descartes in the sceptical phase of

thinking; It excludes, therefore, Descartes the God-centric metaphysician appearing

in the rest of Meditationes, i.e. the ontological or theological Descartes in a restored

good faith.
Within this framework of reading thus delimited, the thesis sets about

disclosing Derrida’s reflexive formalism, which I identify as charactenstically

proto-Cartesian and ultimately pro-Cartesian. By reflexive formalism, I mean the
methodological normalisation of the Cartesian form of thinking, 1.e. the

self-referential form of reflexive cogitation as a pre-given, and in this sense
insurmountable, historical condition of thinking. David wood also points out a

“formalist” dimension of Derrida’s de-constructive philosophy by saying

Deconstruction 1s essentially a kind of formalism because it interprets as

symptoms of a metaphysical syndrome [...] what are actually the internal

reflections of the other historical conditions of a text's production. [1988: 63]

“The question of in what sense différance can be read as a meta-word or meta-concept will be
addressed later towards the end of the introduction [0.3], where its meaning is explained briefly in the
context of discussing the economised dimension of Derrida’s meta-reflection.

3 John Caputo [1997], in a theological context, characterises Derrida as a “Jewish Augustine [1997:
27],” as a potential “devil” lurking in the eyes of the prayer; for this reason, he prays for Derrida, for
deconstruction, for the destiny of Dernda’s deconstruction to come, by opening his ‘Short Concluding
Amen [1996: 201-2]" with the following blessing: “we cannot deny that the devil is in Derrida’s eye,
[...] and deconstruction is hanging on by a prayer [201].”
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To explain, by means of explaining the words of Wood, what is meant by reflexive
formalism in this context, to which, the thesis argues, Derrida is committed: An
example of what Wood refers to as “the other historical conditions of a text’s
production” is the Cartesian mode of reflexive cogitation; An example of “the
internal reflection” of such historical conditions, which the current study intends to
show, is Derrida’s further reflection on, i.e. his reflexive doubling of, the Cartesian

condition of reflexive predicament; An example of “interpreting as metaphysical

symptoms” such reflexive doubling of the historically given condition of thinking 1s
Derrida’s self-diagnosis of his implicit and exclusive commitment to the Cartesian
mode of self-reflexion as a metaphysical illness that cannot be cured by any
intra-metaphysical means. Such a reflexive movement of self-delimitation, a move
towards the philosophical awareness of the historical “necessity,” to which Derrida
“submits” his discourse, effects the philosophical “rigour” and “sophistication” of his
de-constructive project, which renders “unreflective” and “naive” all other possible
philosophical forms lacking the reflexive awareness of their pre-given conditions of
thinking. The formalisation of a form of thinking in this case means therefore the
absolute legitimisation of an inherited form of thinking as an indestructible, pre-given

milieu of thinking; Derrida the formalist thinker sees himself caught up in such

bounds of the philosophical tradition of the West, from which he cannot extricate

himself.

The particular point my study highlights, in taking note of the formalist
dimension of deconstruction, 1s regarding Derrida’s implicit absolutisation of, in
other words, his refusal to let go of, the reflexive mode of thinking. Hence, Derrida’s
“reflexive” formalism. The thesis as a whole shall argue that Derrida’s
deconstruction can be viewed as a “symptom” of Cartesian “syndrome”; If
deconstruction is, as Wood argues, a kind of meta-philosophical diagnostics that
interprets all historical philosophical discourses as that which simply “reflects,”
without having a cognitive mastery over, the more fundamental, un-bendable laws of

thinking (e.g. a traditional, philosophical desire for self-presence viewed as inevitable
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“symptoms” of logocentrism), Derrida’s deconstructive trajectory itself, I shall argue,

is to be also diagnosed as a metaphysical “symptom” (e.g. as a manifestation of the
cogitational self-reflexivity of the self), insofar as it is also operative within a certain
framework of thinking to which it remains implicated and yet blind. On this note, the
task-of the thesis can be further articulated 1n both general terms and specific terms.
At a general level, the thesis seeks to provide a critical reading of Derrida’s
texts in light of Descartes’s. And the approach here will be closely textual, in other
words, not specifically historical; the task of analysis is not to trace a certain
historical or genealogical link between Descartes and Derrida, but to explore a
methodological affintty between them. The general concern of the thesis is to show
Derrida, first, as a Cartesian thinker, and second, as a radical Cartesian. The thesis
shall argue this case by closely analysing the strategic ways in which Derrida
appropnates and radicalises what I see as the proto-Cartesian force of the cogito;
What Demda “approprnates™ in a methodological manner, as I will argue hereafier, is
the dual structure of phenomenological self-reflection - the structuralised state of the
split-self - which the Descartes of the first two Meditationes creates reflexively, and
from which he also suffers intellectually; What Derrida “radicalises”, as I will show
further 1n this regard, is the transgressive force of such self-reflection personified by
Descartes’s evil genius, his alter-ego in bad faith. The line of thinking that Derrida
pursues 1s this type of “other”’wordly world of “what is to come” (what is unknown or

unintelligible) as opposed to the world of “what is” (what is, or rather appears to be,

known or intelligible). In this context-specific sense, Derrida’s meta-reflective move
1s hyperbolic and hypothetical. Put the same point differently, the way Derrida’s
transgressive self-reflection unfolds® resembles the way Descartes’s evil genius is
employed repeatedly in the inaugural parts of his meditations [Med I, AT VII
23/CSM 1115, and Med 11, AT VII 25/CSM II 17] in that both are self-reflexively

creative; By self-reflexive creation in this context, I mean a kind of textual

Svarious examples of it will be introduced and analysed in Chapter 2 and 3.
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fabrication or invention in which posited is the hypothesis of the radical other - the
hypothesis of the other-worldly world or other possible words, for instance - which
ends up reinforcing the epistemological centrality of such inventive, meta-reflective
self. Both Descartes’s hyper-reflective self-reflection and Derrida’s are, in this sense,
methodologically economised, in other words, calculated. What 1s to be read
accordingly in the writings of both Descartes and Derrida is the “economy™ of such
self-reflexive performances of the philosophical intellect: the key question the thesis
will pursue in a closely investigative manner is how such a staging of philosophical
reflections effects the centralisation of the discursive locus of the cogitational subject.
The economy of writing found in the texts of both writers shall be analysed from a
rhetorical or tropological point of view. The rationale for such a reading 1s twofold:
Although the element of self-reflexivity constituting the Cartesian form of the cogito
has been well recognised and studied as such,,.7 a detailed analysis of the Cartesian
self-reflexivity with a particular attention paid to its “performative” dimension and 1ts

consequential rhetorical effects, is still needed; Also, although the “performative™

aspects of the writings of Derrida have been well discussed3, an immanent reading - a
closely textual analysis - of their tropological effects is still in demand, let alone the

close relevance of Derrida’s textual performativity to methodological or rhetorical

Cartesianism.

At a more specific level, the thesis seeks to create a textual link between

Descartes and Derrida by using, as a thread, the element of self-reflexivity commonly

found in their writings: a link between Descartes’s reflective ontology and Derrida’s

7 To name a few: Jaako Hintikka [1962] on performativity in Descartes’s reflexion; Dalia Judovitz
[1989] on Descartes’s reflexive self and its relation to the constitution of modern subjectivity;
Genevieve Lloyd [1993: 43-61, ‘the self: unity and fragmentation’] on literary narrativity and its
relevance to the constitution of philosophical discourse of the self’ Jean-Luc Marion [1982, 1985] on
Descartes’s reflective “onto-theology,” Jean-Luc Nancy [1979: 63-94, ‘Larvatus Pro Deo’] on the
theatrical aspects of Cartesian reflexivity, Barry Stroud [1984: 2-38, the problem of the external world];
Bernard Williams [1978: 72-101, ‘Cogito and Sum’ ] on the introspective-reflective dimension in the
methodological scepticism of Descartes; also most recently, there is David Weissman’s psychoanalytic
analysis of the reflexive mind of Descartes [1996; 330-46, ‘Psychoanalysis’].

3see literature review in Chapter 3 [3.3]
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reflexive hauntology. The rest of this current section [0.2], which concludes with an
outline of the structure of the thesis, will be largely devoted to a sketchy explanation
of what is meant by Descartes’s reflective ontology, Derrida’s reflexive hauntology
and the thematic relationship between the two.

By “reflective ontology [Marion 1982:80]”, what is meant is a kind of
ontology that is constituted in the course of discursive reason’s reflective endeavour;
the sum of ego-sum appearing in the second Meditatione [see AT VII 25-29/CSM 11
17-19, in particular] is discovered after, and on the basis of the possibility of, in other
words, via, the ego-cogito. Reflective ontology can be, accordingly, contrasted with a

kind of ontology that renders possible, therefore, comes prior to, such reflective

philosophical endeavour, i.e. a pre-reflective or non-reflective ontology. The point to
be noted is that, in the case of Descartes, being is discovered not directly, but

reflectively in the sense that he recognises his being or existence in the course of
coming to identify himself with a thing, an entity, at least “something” that can be

identified as such, e.g. a thing that 1s deceived. A discursive function Descartes’s
hypothetical devil serves is to make Descartes see himself as an object, as a thing that

exists, to be more specific, as the object of deception, which is a logical prerequisite
for the very possibility of deception; subsequently, Descartes attempts to define, in a
more constructive and concrete manner, what this “something,” definable as such,

could be: “I know that I exist; the question is, what 1s this “I” that I know? [AT VII
27/CSM II 18]”- “a thing that thinks!9.”

91f I convinced myself of something then [ certainly existed. But there is a deceiver of supreme
power and cunning who is deliberately and constantly deceiving me. In that case I too
undoubtedly exist, if he 1s deceiving me; and let him deceive me as much as he can, he will never
bring it about that I am nothing so long as I think that I am somcthing. So after considcring
everything very thoroughly, I must finally conclude that this proposition, I am, I exist, is
necessarily true whenever it is put forward by me or conceived in my mind. [AT VII 25/CSM II
17] - this passage will be introduced again and discussed in detail later in 1.3: Descartes’s
Self-reflexion.

10 hinking? At tast I have discovered it - thought; this alone is inscparable from me. I am, |
exist - that is certain. But for how long? For as long as I am thinking. For it could be that were [
totally to cease from thinking, I should totally cease to exist. At present I am not admitting
anything except what is necessarily true. I am, then, in the strict sense only a thing that thinks;
that is, I am a mind, or intelligence, or intellect, or reason - words whose meaning I have been
ignorant of until now. But for all that I am a thing which is real and which truly exists. But
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The question pertinent to our current concern, in the context of showing how
reflective ontology is different from the non-reflective or pre-reflective kind, 1s not
“what” Descartes defines himself as, i.e. what Descartes specifically means by “a
thinking thing,” but how he comes to “know,” before setting out to define what the
“I” is, that such I, thus definable, exists: the question that concerns us is, in other
words, in what specific way Descartes introduces, in the first place, a reflective
model of thinking to a thinking of being, which he then solidifies in the course of
defining himself as a self-conscious!! thing. What is reflective about Descartes’s
hypothesis of evil genius - which he introduces before setting about to demarcate the
specific mode of his being on the basis of the conclusion drawn from this
thought-experiment - is that the hypothesis, conjectured as such, puts him in the
position of both the deceiver and the deceived; to put it in more abstract terms, there
occurs a reflective split of the thinking self into an “I” that reflects upon a possibility
of global deception in a hyper-reflective, hyperbolic manner and an “I” that is thus
reflected back as the object of deception, of inspection, trapped within the
philosophical space of the possible world thus imagined. Accordingly, with this
self-splitting, reflective move thus made, there comes to be established the
subject-pole of self-reflection, on the one hand, and the corresponding object-pole, on
the other. When Descartes says, “I am (nevertheless) something, even if the evil
genius is deceiving me,” the “I” that appears 1n that sentence corresponds to the I
located on the object-pole. The topological character of this move towards a
“hyper”bolic hypothesis, i.¢. the element of the “hyper” - the excessive or exceeding,
above and beyond - suggests further that Descartes’s mode of thinking 1s specifically
meta-reflective or hyper-reflective in the sense that Descartes the reflective thinker

places himself “above” the totality of objects thus put in doubt which includes

what kind of a thing? As I have just said - a thinking thing. [AT VII 27/CSM II 18]

1184t what then am I? A thing that thinks. What is that? A thing that doubts, understands,
affirms, denies, is willing, 1s unwilling, and also imagines and has sensory perceptions. [AT VII
28/CSM I 19]
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himself as an object of reflection. The very ability of the reflective self to objectify
itself - to project itself into an object - reinforces the epistemological centrality of the
subject-pole of self-reflection. When Jean-Luc Marion says, regarding Descartes’s
reflective ontology, and specifically regarding the Descartes of the first and second
Meditatione, that “ontology envisages being as such qua cogitata, curvature of
thought [1982: 80],” the image Marion uses here, quite effectively, is bending or
folding, the act of bending back (“re-flecting’); Hence, a reflected being as
“curvature of thought”.

Marion’s point, put simply, is that reflective ontology sees being as an object
of inspection, a thing upon which the cogitation subject reflects. Then, the way in
which such object becomes visible to the reflective subject, I emphasise, is reflexive:
Descartes thinks of himself as that which thinks, envisages himself as a thing that

reflects - the instances of such self-reflection include doubting and imagining;

Is it not one and the same “I” who is now doubting almost everything, who
nonetheless understands some things, who affirms that this one thing is
true, denies everything else, desires to know more, is unwilling to be
deceived, imagines many things even involuntarily, and is aware of many
things which apparently come from the senses? [...] The fact that it is [ who
am doubting and understanding and willing is so evident that I see no way of
making it any clearer. [...] (T)he ‘I’ who imagines is the same ‘I’. [AT VII

28-9/CSM II 19]

What I would like to highlight here is the reflexive subjectivity of Descartes’ I: the I,
“the” I that, if not necessarily definable in any clear-cut, categorical manner, can
“nevertheless” be referred to as “something” in a certain indexical manner, the I that
remains “the same,” 1.e. self-identical, in the course of various attempts at
self-differentiation, is the reflexive I, i.e. the I that returns to itself. That is to say, the

mode in which all different aspects of the reflective I are gathered into one “I” - into
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a definable, phenomenological object of self-inspection - is reflexive. The minimal

idea of 1dentity Descartes thus proposes after conducting his thought-experiment,
referred to in the passage quoted above again!Z as “some things™ that cannot be
negated further even in the most radical case of self-doubt, I suggest 1n this regard, is
a reflexive thought of I or, put more precisely, an effect of the reflective subject’s
reflexive fixation on itself. It i1s on the basis of the possibility of the reflexive
identification of the I that Descartes’s reflective ontology unfolds.

The framework of reference thus given, the thesis explores the possibility to
read Derrida’s reflexive “hauntology” as a hyperbolic appropnation of Descartes’s
reflexive 1. To show here, only very quickly, a way in which Derrida’s reflexive
hauntology can be related to, and contrasted with, the aforementioned reflective
ontology, reflexive hauntology is that which haunts a reflective thinker,
meta-reflexively, who, on the one hand, desires to grasp or reach a certain
pre-reflective level of ontology, and on the other hand, recognises or acknowledges
the impossibility to break out of the reflexive mould of thinking. Accordingly,
“reflexivity” here, meta-reflexivity, to be more spectfic, characterises the way in

which such recognition of logical impossibility returns to the reflective subject. And

such meta-reflexivity 1s “haunting” in the sense that the desire to transcend the order
of reflection or reflexion conflicts constantly -recursively - with the need to stay on
the logical line of successtive reflections, with the philosophical need to make sense
of such destre itself. The conflict at 1ssue 1s that between an impossibility and a
necessity, an impossible dream of non-reflexion and a necessary reality of reflexion.
In this regard, one can say that reflexive hauntology lies in between pre-reflective
ontology and reflexive epistemology; the regressive movement of the “pre-" signifies
that which “haunts” the reflective subject caught up between the impossibility of

non-reflective and by implication non-reflexive ontology, and the inevitability of

12R ecall the following sentence from a passage quoted earlier: “[...] let him (the evil genius) deceive me
as much as he can, he will never bring it about that I am nothing so long as I think that I am something.

[AT VII 25/CSM I 17
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reflective and by implication reflexive epistemology. Derrida’s milieu of thinking is
thereby a priori constrained by such constitutive “double bind” that imposes a
structure of dilemma on it. Such kind of apriorism in which pre-reflective ontology is
deemed a priori impossible (albeit desirable), and similarly, reflective epistemology,
a priori necessary (albeit 1nadequate), underlies the process of the unfolding of
Derrida’s aporetic, philosophical reflections. The epistemological origin of such
philosophical predicament is locatable, the thesis argues, in the kind of
self-reflexivity systematically built in the cogitational model of thinking. The source
of Derrida’s aporia, the thesis seeks to show further, lies in the fact that he takes for
granted, 1.e. implicitly presupposes, a reflective model of philosophising as not only
one possible mode of philosophical thinking amongst many others, but the condition
of thinking under which his philosophy unfolds.

In order to explore such epistemological or logical link between Descartes’s
reflective ontology and Derrida’s reflexively hauntology, this study, when analysing
Descartes, focuses on the strategic, methodological, and technical aspects of his
cogito argument to the exclusion of the ontological side of the argument. The key
concern here, restricted in such a way, is neither to offer a closely textual and
comprehensive reading of how Descartes reaches the thought of sum nor to ask
whether he succeeded in proving the sum, let alone the existence of God; It is to see
in what specific and strategic way the constitutive reflexivity of the cogito can be,
and in fact has been by Descartes himself, used as a means to gain access to ontology
- a reflective ontology, in this case. The object of analysis here, in other words, is
what may be isolated methodologically as a technique of reflexive thinking which, as
[ shall seek to show, Derrida adopts in his deconstructive reflection problematically.

To articulate the focus of the thesis more conclusively and polemically, what I
aim to problematise in this study, by way of explication, is Derrida’s implicit
philosophical commitment to the reflexive form of cogitation, which Descartes the

self-doubter or auto-critic also used in early stages of Meditationes. The central
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concern of the thesis is to show that the “preferentiall3” structure of Derrida’s
economy of thinking is Cartesian in its methodological orientation. I will theretore
demonstrate that the Cartesian norms of self-reflexive thinking are not only operative
in the self-referential scenes of Derrida’s deconstruction, but, more significantly, vital
to the very viability of his economy of writing. In pursuing a reading of Derrida in
light of Descartes, I will therefore highlight the reflexive framework of thinking as a
given “preference” in Derrida’s deconstructive trajectory, “in the milieu of which™ he
seems to desire, whether consciously or unconsciously, to be caught up rather than
not to. The internal administration operative in the Derridian economy of reflexion, I
will argue, is deeply and structurally Cartesian. The critical point this study raises
against Derrida, in pursuing an epistemological or methodological reading of his
deconstructive trajectory, is that the logical structure of his hyper-reflection is
originarily Cartesian in view of its internal and irreducible duality - the 1rrecuperable
gap between a self that reflects on itself in a hyper-active mode and the self thus
reflected back passively, i.e. consequently; his hyper-reflective move, seen from its
methodological orientation, is thereby “always already” constrained to such an
extent. Insofar as the philosophy of Derrida draws, albeit implicitly, on the
self-centred mode of Cartesian cogitation that tightly dualises the self-other
relationship at the deepest structural and constitutive level, his putatively
“de-constructive” move to articulate the irreducible locus of the other within the

cogitational self is considered to be rather deceptive than effective, or at best, only

gestural.

131 prefer to speak of experience, this word that means at the same time traversal, voyage, ordeal,
both mediated [...] and singular [...]. It is not a preference that I prefer but the prefcrence in
which 1 find myself inscribed [...] 1 was porn [...] in the European preference, in the preference
of the French language, nation, citizenship [...]. [Poi 373/362-3]

Everything is "drawn” for me from the (living, daily, naive or reflective, always thrown against the
impossible) experience of this *"preference” that I have at the same time to affirm and sacrifice.
[Poi 374/363].
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Part I, which focuses mostly on Derrida, aims to show that Derrida can be
read as a radical Cartesian, which is the key contention of the thesis as a whole. And
this case will be argued from a methodological or epistemological, and not from an
ontological or theological, point of view; the key point of contention I will highlight
in the course of argument is that the element of self-reflexivity systematically built in
the texts of Derrida 1s indicative of his implicit, philosophical commitment to
methodological Cartesianism, 1.e. the method of self-doubt, which Descartes uses for
his cogito argument. To this end, an immanent, textual reading of Derrida will be
offered, in which I seek to disclose a hidden - hidden, in the sense of not being
explicitly articulated or acknowledged - presence of Descartes, the sceptical
Descartes to be more specific, in the texts of Derrida. Part II aims to strengthen the
case that part I argues by analysing more closely selected texts of Descartes and
Dernida, directly relevant to the key contention of the thesis. Chapter 4, which
focuses exclusively on Descartes, will offer a detailed account of the reflexive
dimension of Descartes’s epistemology, 1.e. the inaugural inwardness of his turn to
the cogitational mode of thinking. Chapter 5 then traces closely the process in which
the reflexive inwardness of methodological Cartesianism becomes reinforced by
Derrida’s meta-reflective (as opposed to un-reflective), sceptical move, by using, as a
telling example, Derrida’s argument against Foucault regarding the philosophical
status of Descartes’s madmen. For this, analysed will be some part of Derrida’s essay,
‘Cogito et histoire de la folie [ED 51-97/31-63],” in which he disputes Foucault’s
contention that Descartes’s system of thinking, narrowly rationalistic in itself, has

generic inability to understand madness per se; Derrida problematises Foucault’s

narrow understanding of the Cartesian rationality by proposing an alternative and
wider framework of reading Descartes, in which Descartes’s hyperbolic,
meta-reflective move made 1n his cogito argument is seen as a manifestation of the
generic madness of metaphysical thinking. Derrida’s positive evaluation of what he
perceives as a “philosophical” kind of madness, i.e. an element of hyperbolism

internal to metaphysical thought, as I will go on to show, reinforces the case of
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Derrida as a Cartesian thinker, who believes in the philosophical value of
meta-reflection, and as a radical Cartesian, whose commitment to methodological
Cartesianism is exclusive. Derrida’s philosophical loyalty to Descartes, the
hyperbolic sceptic, 1s exclusive to such an extent that, in the essay at 1ssue, he makes
a properly Cartesian move by rationalising madness, 1.e. by locating the moment of
madness in the meta-reflective structure of Cartesian cogitation, in the name of
methodological self-doubt; in his other writings, he stages his inability to extricate
himself from the maddening - maddening, in the sense that he himself describes in
terms of hyper-reflection - force of internalised Cartesianism.

Insufficient study, to the best of my knowledge, has been made of Derrida as a
Cartesian!4. If there does occur a study on Descartes and Derrida, a discussion of the
latter in light of the former, as can be found in such a typical article by Susan Bordo
and Mario Moussa [1993], Derrida tends to be categorised as an anti-Cartesian
thinker whose force of thinking drives the Cartesian cogitational subjectivity to
“disappear amid the corridors of language [117].” The question I am led to raise
again is this: Has the Cartesian figure of a thinker “disappeared amid the corridors of
language?,” and similarly, amid the corridors of Derrida’s language which he brings
to the forefront of philosophical thinking? I think not; I would rather argue that it is
precisely Derrida’s inability to operate except in the corridors of Cartesianism, in
other words, his failure to eradicate the image of a Cartesian thinker out of his mind
that makes him a contemporary neco-Cartesian. The point to note, again, is that

Derrida thinks like and with Descartes, even when doing so against him.

0.3 Preliminary Considerations: Notes on Some Central Terms

This final section of the introductory part of the thesis will provide some

minimal definitions of the following set of central terms that will recur throughout

14Refer to Literature Review [3.3]
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the text: “self-reflexivity,” “logocentrism,” and “economy (of reflexion).” In addition,
the centrality of these notions to the proposed Cartesian reading of Dernda will be

briefly discussed.

By self-reflexivity or reflexivity, and the Cartesian kind, in particular, I mean
a dual turn of the mind that simultaneously engenders heterogeneous orders within a

given thought, the first order and the second; When in reflexion, the mind “grasps”

these two orders at once; Hence, 1n this sense, the self “returns™ to itself when in
self-reflexion. When I wrnite “(self-)reflexion” in the following pages, instead of
“(self-)reflection,” my intention is to stress the metal-level reflexivity operative in the
completion of an act of judgement; Which is to imply, when I write “reflection,” I
intend to highlight the open-ended movement of a thought towards a higher order,
which remains to be captured by a subsequent movement of reflexion. Tyler Burge’s
description of the reflexive movement of judgement in the Cartesian “individuation”

of self-knowledge [1988: 72f1] 1s useful in this context;

[...] knowledge of one’s own mental event, particularly knowledge of the sort
which interested Descartes. Such knowledge consists in a reflexive judgement
which involves thinking a first-order thought that the judgement itself is about.
The reflexive judgement simply inherits the content of the first-order thought.
[...] One knows one’s thought to be what it 1s simply by thinking it while
exercising second-order, self-ascriptive powers. One has no “criterion,’ or test,
or procedure for identifying the thought, and one need not exercise comparisons

between it and other thoughts in order to know it as the thought one is thinking.

Getting the ‘right’ one is simply a matter of thinking the thought in the relevant

reflexive way. [72]
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This passage is a lucid account of the atomistically!? individuated, Cartesian

rationality that is concerned with getting a thought “right” by simply “relating” it to
itself, that 1s, by “thinking the thought in the relevant reflexive way.” Burge’s
description of the Cartesian reflexivity also shows why, for Descartes, self-knowledge
1s the most reliable source of knowledge. The key point to note i1s that a thought one
has about oneself, namely, a self-referential thought, gains its automatic infallibility
by virtue of being irrelevant to the other; here, the “other” refers to both a totality of
other things that the first order thought s not about and a totality of other thoughts
which therefore “don’t inherit the content of the first-order thought.”

In exploring the Cartesian world of self-reflexivity, I am going to look closely

at the discursive functions of reflexivity. Specifically, I will focus on “the

self-ascriptive powers” of the first-person reflexive judgement, in other words, the

“self-supporting character [Bartlett 1987: 11]” of reflexively deductive arguments,

taking it as a key element that renders the writings of both Derrida and Descartes

strategically philosophical as opposed to merely literary. My reading seeks to
explicate the ways in which both Descartes and Derrida rely on the epistemological

resources of reflexive thinking for the construction of their arguments.

Logocentrism: The way in which Descartes draws on the epistemological

resources of reflexion for his cogito argument, and, similarly, the way Dernida does

15 When one characterises the Cartesian self as being “atomistic”, the range of reference to which the
term is applicable is to be restricted to the discursive and theoretical, i.e. rationalistic, side of it; at a
practical and ethical level, Descartes does not subscribe to the atomistic view of the self. See, for
instance, the following excerpt from the letter dated 15 September 1645 addressed to Princess

Elizabeth:

After acknowledging the goodness of God, the immortality of souls and the immensity of the
universe, there is yet another truth that is, in my opinion, most useful to know. That is, that
though each of us is a person distinct from others whose interests are accordingly in some way
different from those of the rest of the world, we must still think that none of us could subsist
alone and each one of us is really onec of the many parts of the universe, and more particularly a
part of the earth, the State, the society, the family to which we belong by our domicile, our oath
of allegtance and our birth, [AT IV 293/CSM I1I 266]

Accordingly, when the words “atomistic” or “atomism” are used hereafter in any context in which
Descartes’s method of self-reflection is discussed or alluded to, they are meant to be read as terms
describing his methodological, i.e. deliberate and experimental, isolation of the reflectively cogitational
dimension of the self, which is, acknowledgedly, only part of his more holistic concept of the self.
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so 1n order to keep viable the economy of his deconstructive trajectory, these two

seemingly different ways of relying on the reflexive self are commonly and
fundamentally “logocentric” in the following Derridian sense: With this move of
self-appropriative reflexion, the thinking self that pays phenomenological attention to
itself by responding to the reflexive call of self-consciousness is bound to “subject

everything to the authority of the logos or the word [Mortley, interview with Derrida,

1991: 104].”

What I problematise in this study 1s Derrida’s reflexive formalism - the
“subjection” or submission of a thought to a higher order of the same thought by

means of the reflexive doubling of 1t - taken as a “symptom” of “logocentric”
“syndrome”. This particular case of logocentrism found in the writings of Derrida,
which I intend to highlight in the thesis, suggests that his discourse is subject to the
philosophical authority of the “I,” and to the Cartesian law of reflexive cogitation, to
be specific. My claim with this, put more strongly, is that Derrida’s discourse is a
logocentrically oriented system of thoughts the textual economy of which is
self-closedly self-serving rather than radically open to its “other.” This view on the
deconstructive economy of the same therefore underplays, to a significant extent, the
“heterologtcal” force of deconstruction, deconstruction typically portrayed as a
discourse sensitive to 1ts own constitutive, and therefore irreducible, heterogeneity.

Against this standard view, my reading of Derrida’s deconstruction seeks to unravel

its intricately logocentric and 1rreducibly egological level. The argument I put

forward 1s that the force of Derridian reflexion oniginates from that of
Cartesian-Husserlian first-person cogitation. To generalise this point, the Derridian

deconstruction 1s, and is ultimately, a discourse of “subjection” rather than

transgression.

Lastly, some words on “economy”; In response to the following question,
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RM: “différance with an “a” seems to take us in the direction of the same, in
contrast with difference with an “e.” The separateness of things secems somewhat

mitigated. [Mortley, Interview with Derrida, 1991: 99]

Dernida says,

JD: I think you’re right to say that différance, with an “a,” veers towards
sameness. [...] This 1s what I call the economy: economy is in a way an idea

based on sameness, the oikos, that which remains within the “home” of the

same. [99]

My reading of Derrida contends that insofar as he remains within the
Cartesian terrain of thought, his deconstructive strategy 1s not only tnextricably, but,
excessively, bound up with the economy of the same, precisely with the kind that
Derrida aptly described in the passage above - the kind of thought that “veers towards
sameness” by subjecting itself to the reflection’s self-referential force of reflexive

doubling. An example of the reflexive doubling of a thought onto a higher level of

reflection can be found in the famous opening line of Derrida’s essay on différance,

which reads:

The verb “to differ” seems to differ from itself. [...] “To differ” signifies

nonidentity; [...] it (also) signifies the order of the same. We provisionally

give the name différance to this sameness which is not identical. [VP/SP

129(trans.) ].

The economy of the same operative in this case is the recursive doubling of a given
thought: “The verb “to differ”’ seems to differ from itself”. Without fully explicating
what Derrida means by the sentence at 1ssue, to give only an example of the case he

makes here: “A thought that a differs from B (the thought as a whole, as such),
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which the verb “to differ” conveys, differs from itself. Note that a conventional
thought of difference - a thought that a differs from p - is reflexively doubled into a
meta-thought on difference, 1.e. “a thought that a differs from B’ (as a whole, as
such) differs from itself. Although our immediate concern is with the recurrence of
the phrase, “to differ from,” 1t would be necessary to understand, first, what Derrida
means by the “itself” 1n this case. The common-sensical notion of difference Derrida
purports to problematise with his talk of différance presupposes an idea of
self-1dentity: the concept of difference itself, in light of which a can be perceived to
be different from 3, has to be self-1dentical to 1tself as a given conceptual apparatus.
Dernda’s différance is then, as he argues, that which problematises such order of
1dentity-thinking, and accordingly, somehow “differs from” the notion of @
difference, an 1dentifiable difference. With a thought of différance that automatically
differs from any intelligible - intelligible in the sense of being identifiable or
recognisable as such - thought of a difference, what Derrida points to, in an indexical
manner, is the kind of self-referential paradox inherent in the notion of “a”
difference: A thought of difference cannot be really or radically “different” in the
sense that the thought itself has to remain self-identical in order to be rendered
intelligible as such as a thought. Hence, a thought that remains “different from” itself,
1.e. différance, which therefore “is neither a word nor a concept [VP/SP 130
(trans.)].” Now, the point of contention with which we are concerned 1s that, in view
of Derrida’s reflexive doubling of the conventional notions of difference, one can
claim that his talk of différance “remains within the ‘home’ of the same.” A
specification of the self-reflexive movement of différance - e.g. the characterisation
of différance as a meta-thought that makes “a thought that a differs from 3” differ
from itself - shows that différance is “un-identical” with, 1.e. different from, the
conventional thought of difference not in its contents, but only in its discursive order:
The reflective level of the former 1s higher than that of the latter. The point I am
highlighting here is that, insofar as the way in which the idea of différance is

formulated is meta-reflective, that 1s to say, insofar as an inextricable link between
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the first-order reflection on difference and its corresponding second order 1s thus
logocentrically maintained, Derrida is to be viewed as a thinker of the same, in other

words, a thinker of restricted economy.

However, immediately after the remark quoted above (from the interview

article), Derrida goes on to refute the line of reading I have just offered:

But, 1 would stress another dimension of différance, which is, by contrast, that of
absolute heterogeneity, and therefore of otherness, radical otherness. The term
“différance” can’t be stabilised within a polarisation of the same and the
different. It’s at once and the same time an idea rooted in sameness, and radical

otherness, an otherness which 1s absolutely radical. [99]

However, I think otherwise: Insofar as the thought of différance is the kind
that grasps one “and” the other “at the same time,” insofar as this thought results
from a certain reflexive labour of thinking, [ am again led to the view that
deconstruction is a highly economised, meta-level reflexion. One way to establish
this view would be to show that as long as Derrida’s thought around différance is
thought in a meta-reflexive manner, it necessarily ends up obliterating 1ts “another
dimension,” its “absolute heterogeneity,” i.e. the level that escapes such discursive
trap of meta-thought. My analysis of reflexive “automaticity” in the cogito argument
[1.31] paves the way for this line of argument posed against Derrida.

The distinction the metaphysicians of economy customanly make between the
“Iintrasubjective” economy and the “intersubjective” economy is useful 1n this
context. As Edward Fullbrook [1997] notes, there are two distinctively different
schools of thought in the metaphysics of Aomo economicus. One defends modern
views of the atomic and individual self, which gives rise to the modemn
Cartesian-Lockean-Newtonian mechanistic doctrines of soul atomism and

methodological individualism; The other, by contrast, holds a relational view of the
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self, offering a model of “desire according to an other,16“ a model of the world as
“the mimetic universe”,“ for example. Accordingly, the former 1s an intrasubjective
model of economy, atomistic in its methodological orientation, and modernist in its
ethos, and the latter, intersubjective, therefore, holistic in its approach, and
postmodern in its ethos. Now, when I suggest that the economy of self-same reflexion
Is operative 1n the Derrnidian discourse, my suggestion, in other words, is that the
Derridian model of economy is closer to the intrasubjective one than to the
intersubjective one, insofar as deconstruction is, as he says, “aufo-deconstruction.”

Derrida’s repetitive reliance on the word “auto’ as in the “auto-deconstruction” of the
self can be read as an indication that a governing principle of the reflexive aufonomy

of self-differential thinking underlies the Derridian economy of thinking, which is

theretore fundamentally self-same.

Interestingly, Jean-Pierre Dupuy [1990 and 1994], a major contemporary
theorist in the school of intersubjective economy, touched precisely upon this issue.
In exploring the relationship between the “literary” strategies of violation or
transgression and the Derridian “self-deconstruction of convention,” both of which,
as he points out, draw on the paradox of self-refutation [1990, 1994: 89-91], he makes
the following important point, which I endorse entirely: the Derridian system of
self-deconstruction in which “the working of a conventional order contains 8 the
principle of its own decomposition [1994: 94]” 1s fundamentally “autonomous [1994:
91f1].” Seen from this point of view, Derrida’s “logic of supplement,” for instance,
can be read as a meta-level abstraction of the automaticised self-refuting process that
takes place within a system of thought; In a deconstructive system of thought, as (if)

in a well-made fictive narrative, “convention violates itself within itself [1994: 89]” ;

différance “differs from itself™.

16 an example from René Girard [Fullbrook 1997: 86], a major proponent of the intersubjective

economy.
17 John Mayard Keynes’s key concepts [Fullbrook 1997: 82]
I8 “The verb “contains” should be construed in its two-fold meaning: “to have within oneself,” but also

“to keep in check” [Dupuy 1994: 93).”
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Derrida’s conclusion, however, not only differs from ours, but contradicts it,

as he immediately goes on to say:

So, I’d say that différance can’t be enclosed either within the same, or the idea of
the radically other, about which nothing could be said. It is an enigmatic

relation of the same to the other. [99]

Clear again is the subtle, and yet crucial, disagreement between Derrida and
me on the evaluative interpretation of the mode of his economy of thinking. I view
his deconstructive project as a fundamentally logocentric, and ultimately
intrametaphysical, philosophical lie, in which a highly sophisticated economy of
self-same reflexion pretends to liberate “the radical other” from its snare of
self-reflexive interiorisation. Derrida’s deconstruction of the self 1s, ultimately, a
self-expansive project of the self in the sense that his ceaseless, reflexive doubling of
his reflective self, which results in the textual presentation of the hyper-reflective self
engaging in auto-self-deconstruction, ultimately leads to the reinforcement of the
discursive centrality of such auto-deconstructive subject; This way, the self in
auto-self-deconstruction ends up affirming its authonal territory (in the form of
self-referential writings) and expanding 1t (in the form of textual expositions of the
self 1n self-reflexion). However, by contrast, Derrida considers his
auto-deconstructive move as a self-transcending “response” - as opposed to a

self-reflexive reaction - to the most enigmatic and yet rigorous “call” of reason: a call
for absolute self-criticism. A deconstructive response to the call of reason result,

therefore, Derrida argues, in a move towards self-effacement as opposed to
self-expansion.

The way in which such self-effacement takes place is however, my
counter-argument emphasises, is self-centredly self-expansive in the senses described
above. The “enigmatic” “call” of reason that Derrida privileges and follows, my

reading suggests, is a call for a metaphysical self-violation, which, in this sense,
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remains self-referential. According to this rule of thinking, the thinking self must

bring a rupture to the internal order of identity-thinking, and it must carry out its
de-constructive self-analysis to the effect that the very rupture within the self, the
very failure of the self to retain its self-same identity simultaneously marks the
tenactous presence of “the other” within the unitary system of “the self-same self.” It
1s 1n view of this systematic failure!? in the economy of sclf-same reflexion that
Dernida 1s led to observe the “enigmatic relation of the same to the other.”

My exposition of Derrida in light of Descartes in what follows is an attempt to

reduce the size of Derrida’s “enigma” as much as possible. I will advance my

argument to such an extent that an articulation of the mode of Dernida’s alliance with
traditional philosophies, and with the Cartesian, in particular, can demystify some
aspects of Derrida’s (non-)thoughts strategically obfuscated by him which therefore
remains unnecessarily obscure 1n his texts. My intention here 1s neither to reduce

Derrida’s deconstructive project to “a” kind of Cartesian phenomenology of the self

nor to obliterate the proper and singular name, Jacques Derrida, by simply
historicising or formalising it in a schematic manner. Put the scope and object of the
study 1n more positive terms, a reading of Derrida as a Cartesian 1s not to be
considered as a hostile countermove _against him, but, rather as an endeavour to bring

into light the critical aspects of his philosophical adventure. The ultimate aim of this

undertaking is therefore twofold: 1t is to evaluate the philosophical significance of
Derrida’s deconstructive trajectory, and at the same time, to expose the constitutive

limits of his philosophical endeavour. The following, in other words, is a small and

19 Kevin Hart [1989] argues [173ff] that the Derridian deconstruction is neither a “collection of
first-order positions about knowledge” nor “just” “a second-order discourse on epistemology and
ontology [...] that traces the effects of their will to totalise.” I am, in overall, sympathetic to this view
that is rightly sensitive to the aporetic undecidability of the discursive status of Derrida’s theoretical
assertions. However, my reading, seen from a more specific point of view, differs from Hart’s in the
following sense. My contention, to use Hart’s framework, is that it is possible, to a significant extent, to
give a positive account of the second-order dimension of deconstruction; this is possible insofar as
deconstruction “traces the effects” of its passion for the impossible, in other words, the effects of its

failure to totalise, if not its “will” to totalise.
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yet sustained attempt to figure out the aura of Derrida’s rather “enigmatic,” but

certainly not mysterious or even mystic, thoughts.
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1. Derrida in Relation to Descartes: Self-reflexion

I have never known how to tell a story!. Why didn’t I receive this gift from Mnemosyne?
From this complaint, and probably to protect myself before it, @ suspicion continually
steals into my thinking?: who can really tell a story? [MPM 33/10]

e
I write without seeing. - Diderot, Letter to Sophie Volland, June 10, 1759.

- Do you believe (this) [Vous croyez]? You’ll observe that from the very beginning of this
interview I’ve had a problem following you. I remain sceptical ... [MA 9/13]

Vous Croyez?. “a suspicion continually steals into my thinking.”

Let me begin by reading a sentence from the writings of Jacques Derrida.

1.1 First Exposition: A Suspicion and A Reading

“A suspicion continually steals into my thinking,” says Derrida. From the
beginning, I have a problem following him. I remain sceptical; I remain sceptical of
what he says, 1.e. that he suspects he cannot tell a story. Staged here 1s merely a

self-effacing, authoral gesture, one might say; I, however, remain sceptical of such

lenient reading, particularly when it is Derrida the strategically self-effacing writer

that one 1s reading. The thesis as a whole is a resistant reading of Derrida, a close
reading of and behind the sceptical fagade of Derrida. It proposes to look at the other

side of Derrida’s uncertainty, a kind of meta-certainty: he seems to be sure that his

thinking will have failed 1n the end. We the readers, including Derrida the reader,

L “Je n’ai jamais su raconter une histoire™: this is also the first sentence [MPM 27/3] with which
Jacques Derrida begins his text on blindness, Mnemosyne, and Paul de Man [MPM].

¢ “Un soupgon s’insinue toujours.”
3 This is the first sentence with which Derrida begins his text on blindness and self-portraiture in

Mémoires d’avegule [MA].
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must remain alert to the infinite possibilities of deception. We ought to see, following
Derrida in suspicion, what lies on the other side of his sceptical move; we ought to
see further what lies 1n between what he says and what he does not say; thereby, a
sceptic’s vigil is called for. In this section [1.1], I will show two other ways in which
the central concern of the thesis can be articulated, each time differently, and yet all
in reference to the single sentence at stake: “A suspicion continually steals into my
thinking.”

Again, “a suspicion constantly steals into my thinking,” so goes Derrida’s
self-observation. “Constant” vigilance, therefore, is the name of the game. The one
who remains suspicious is the one who, as he puts it, “protects” oneself from the
threat of the other, from the manipulation by the other. Derrida resembles the
Descartes of the first and second Meditationes who faces, and faces alone, the
hypothetical attack of the evil genius. Derrida is, as he says about himself, like a
“hunted animal, searching in darkness for a way out where none is found.4 Every exit
is blocked [PR 467/5, translation revised].” In order to survive this trial of thought,
our Cartesian meditator must remain insomniac, figuratively speaking; he must, at
least, resist falling asleep, the sleep being analogous, in this case, to the absolute
vulnerability of the self to the other. This type of methodological insomnia 1s what, to
follow Derrida’s interpretation of Heidegger, the “principle of reason” calls for [PR
497-498/19-20]: the principle calls for “the time for reflection [497/19])” “in the
twilight of an eye [497/20],” which is also “an other (aurre) time [...] heterogeneous
with what it reflects and perhaps gives time (donne peut-étre le temps) for what calls
for and is called thought [497/19].”

A mode of “giving time for what calls for thought, and for what 1s called
thought” is, in Derrida’s case, already a complicated one: it 1s always already
embedded in another mode in which a thought has, in advance, been “given timcs:,,.5 7

i.e. given a chance to be thought. At stake here is the undecidability or ambivalence

4 “un animal traqué cherche dans l'obscurité une issue introuable”
3> Donner le temps [Derrida 1991]
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of the mode of reflection: philosophical reflection is active in the sense that it “gives”

time to think, and passive, at the same time, in that it takes place in a “given” time,
1.¢. in a pre-determined set of conditions, whether it be historical or logical. The
thesis sets out to explicate the structural aspects and limits of this kind of double
thought of Derrida, this “abyssal thought of inheritance [FM 191].” Broadly speaking,
the twofold mode of com-pli-cation in which Derrida’s reflections on presence take
place, presence taken, for example, as “the present of tradition [Caygill 19956
293-9],” shall be the broad concern of my analysis.

Caygill’s characterisation of the “double” mode in which Derrida relates
himself to the philosophical tradition [293] is highly pertinent to our context:
“Derrida [...] remains implicated within the oppositions of the modern thought of
tradition.” One example of “the oppositions,” which Caygill discusses in his essay,
and which concerns us here in this thesis, is the opposition between “donation,” i.e.
the act of “giving time,” and “approprnation,” 1.e. the act of receiving “given time.”
An aporetic site held between these two opposing terms, that is, a space of thinking
that lies both within the traditional line of thinking and without - this is where
Derrida’s philosophical reflection takes place. Such irreducibly twofold aspect of
Derrida’s mode of thinking is often described as de-constructive: deconstruction is
both destructive in that it attempts to transcend the traditional order of discursive
rationality and constructive in that it secks to create a new vantage-point of view
from which tradition as a whole can be critically investigated. Derrida’s aporia here,
however, is that the epistemological or logical resources necessary for such

transgressive and yet “donative,” deconstructive endeavour cannot but be borrowed,

i.e. “appropriated,” from the traditional metaphysical resources. Hence,

[...] between appropriation and donation |[...] there is a complex and knotted

tangle of routes, paths, and journeys which are remembered, undergone, feared,

6 In this short and illuminating essay, Howard Caygill explores a theme that underlies both the poetry of
Guiseppe Ungaretti and the writings of Jacques Derrida: tradition as a “present of time,” a “given” time.
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hoped for, and which have to be understood in their historical specificity

[Caygill 1995: 293-4].

Specifically 1n this study, we will investigate the extent to which one can define
Derrida as a thinker who follows the Cartesian “path” of thinking, namely, Derrida as
a Cartesian thinker. Not unlike Caygill, who immediately acknowledges that he
“must play the traitor [...] to Dernida [294],” we will also see to what extent one can
be justified in underplaying Derrida’s radicalism, his path-breaking pathos. We will
explore the other, secure, and programmatic itinerary of Derrida’s philosophical
trajectory, which appears to underlie, and underlie tenaciously, his
transgression-driven, “risky” thinking. It 1s on the conservative “logic” of Derrida’s
deconstruction as opposed to its adventurous spirit that the focus of my reading lies.
In the course of pursuing a reading of Derrida as a Cartesian, we will be looking at
the figure of an old Descartes in Derrida, that is, the figure of a traditional young
radical; we will give a reading of this Dernida, this dimension of Derridian discourse,
which, I believe, has yet to be exposed.

Has there been such a thing as “an ether time” in Derrida’s discourse?: “an
other time [...] heterogeneous with what it reflects and perhaps gives time for what
calls for and is called thought.” This, however, is a naively phrased question, given
that, as Derrida says, there 1s no “exit” at all in deconstructive scenes of thinking;
Derrida’s point, in other words, is that an attempt to pursue an other path of reflection
must be made, whether or not such an attempt can actually succeed. Conceding this
point, let us then rephrase our question: does not the Derridian time of reflection bear
affinity with the Cartesian night of epistemic abyss rather than with the dawn of a

new radical thought? That is to ask, is not Derrida “constantly” preoccupied with the

Cartesian aporias of self-reflexion arising from within the Cartesian framework of
egological thinking? The thought behind this question is that, although the Derridian

vigil sustains the survivability of Cartesian rationality, yet, by doing so, it already

appears to preclude the possibility of a radical awakening, i.e. an “other” possibility



Cartesian Deconstruction 33 Chapter 1: Derrida in Relation to Descartes

of a thought to become awakened to a radically new, “heterogeneous” epoch of
metaphysics. In so far as Derrida refuses to extricate his discourse from the
self-implicative force of Cartesian reflexion, this refusal limits the ambience of his
reflections, accordingly; he cannot think other-wise. That is to say, the Derridian
gesture to welcome “an other time of reflection,” already excludes the radical
presence of the other, 1.e. “an other time for an other reflection.” In what follows, I
am going to examine the extent to which one can portray Derrida the thinker as a
thinking “animal [PR 467/5]” trapped in the Cartesian snare of reflexion, in the
aporetic formalism of Cartesian self-reflexivity. With this direction in mind, I am
going to undertake an analysis of the Cartesian mode of reflexive thinking, in which,
as I will demonstrate, Derrida allows his thought to be embedded.

Again, “a suspicion constantly steals into my thinking,” says Derrida, a
self-doubter. His self-doubts are nigorous, in other words, consistent, to such an
extent that, for example, he is forced, by necessity, to renounce the intellectual
proprietorship of the Derridian enterprise, namely, “deconstruction (déconstruction).”
He must, by force of self-effacing thinking, ask who can dare claim the ownership of

an intellectual trajectory; he must therefore voice this concern in a manner similar to

that 1n which he says he doubts he can tell a story.

Q: Does the term “deconstruction” designate your fundamental project?
J.D: I have never had a “fundamental project”. And “deconstructions,” which I

prefer to say in the plural, has doubtless never named a project, method, or

system, especially not a philosophical system. [Poi 367/356]

And again,

Q: [...] Is there a philosophy of Jacques Derrida?

J.D.: No.

Q: There 1s thus no message.
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J.D.: No.

Q: Is there anything normative?

J.D.: Of course there is, there 1s nothing but that. But if you are asking me
implicitly whether what I am saying there is normative in the ordinary

sense of the term, I would have more trouble answering you. [...][Poi

372-3/361]

Suspicion, then, is the norm, if nothing else. What the “norm” of
deconstruction is, Derrida, being rather “troubled,” refuses to spell out; “troubled,”
because this norm, supposedly, only “steals into” his thinking. Therefore, he does not
know what it is; he can only “suspect” what it could be. Then, can he not just state
what it is that he suspects? No, he cannot; or rather, he must choose not to reveal the
secrets, to disclose that of which he remains suspicious. Firstly, he must not, as he
himself is not “rigorously sure” what 1t is; secondly, he must not, as any definitive
remark will put an end to the interminable drama of self-doubts, which does not
contribute to his economy of writing. Regarding the second reason, which is less
straightforward and more interesting than the first, we will examine later in detail
why this is the case. At this stage, let it suffice to note that, despite all these
suspicions and self-doubts, what remains beyond suspicion in the Dernidian discourse
are the epistemic values of “rigour” and “vigil.” The “normative” level of Derrida’s
deconstructive reflection, I will show, originates from this irreducible “preference to
experience, or experience of the preference’ for [see Poi 373-4/362-3]" the vigil of

thinking; it also, I will show further, leads to his textual production of reflexive

writings.

TSee my Introduction [0.2] for the full passage from which this phrase is being quoted.
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1.2 Intermission:

Against Gasché on Deconstructive Reflexivity

According to Rodolphe Gasché [1986], Derrida’s deconstructive endeavour is

to be viewed as a rigorous self-inscription of “heterology [88ff],” and not as a
philosophy of the same. What Gasché’s reading highlights is the “Heideggerian”
Derrida,,,8 in other words, “the radicality of (Derrida’s) heterology [88, (my
insertion)]””; mine, against his, asks how “radical” the Derridian heterology, in fact,
1s. My analysis, to anticipate the later findings, will suggest further that “Derrida’s
heterological venture [94]” can be, to a significant extent, viewed as a withdrawal
into the Cartesian-Husserlian transcendental solipsism, a retreat into the Cartesian
world of “hauntological” self-affliction. “Derrida’s other is irretrievably plural,
cannot be assimilated, digested, represented, or thought as such [103],” therefore in
this sense, 1t is, Gasché argues, the “difference itself [87].” In response to this line of
reading Dernida, the key question I will pose to Derrida as well as to Gasché” is the
following: to what extent can Derrida think the “difference itself” without falling into
the Cartesian trap of self-reflexive thinking? Textual reflexivity is most characteristic

of the writings of Derrida, and a systematic problem engendered by such a style of

8 Whether my reading of Derrida as a Cartesian would therefore automatically lead to the view of
Heidegger as a Cartesian, this issue requires another space for discussion, which would also involve a
critical appraisal of Dernida’s relationship to Heidegger; and here I do not intend to deal with this large
issue, nor do I wish to endorse any quick move. Let me, however, only note that it would be indeed
worthwhile to explore a reading of Heidegger as a Cartesian, which will clash inevitably with the
mainstream interpretations of him. If Gasché’s reading of Derrida represents, and also hinges upon, the
standard view of Heidegger as a non-representational thinker who problematises Cartesian subjectivism,
a counter-reading is not absent. For example, see Timothy Clark’s remark on the intimate philosophical

ties remaining amongst Descartes, Heidegger, and Dernida [1992: 26-27]:

Derrida 1s emulating something like Heidegger’s practice of a “step back™ out of representation
thinking [...] Yet despite its radical force, such a philosophy is not as much a break from Cartesian
subjectivism as it may at first appear. Dasein’s pre-reflexive understanding remains part of a

subject-centred metaphysics. [26-27]

9 However, this does not imply that to argue with Gasché will be a main concern of this thesis. In fact,
after this section, Gasché’s argument will not be examined anymore; it is because the main interest of
my study lies in making a textual and conceptual link between Derrida and Descartes, and not between
Derrida and the German Idealists, which Gasché has already explored thoroughly.
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textual practice 1s that the stylised reflexivity of Derrida’s texts invites idealist or
phenomenological readings of them, such as mine and similarly David Wood’s
[198010], which would be apparently disadvantageous to the thinker who likes to
think that he attempts to think in a non-idealistic and non-phenomenological way.
Why, I should like to ask, does then Derrida insist on taking this risk, amongst other
possible ones, the risk of being misunderstood this way?: this is the question that will
guide my 1nvestigation.

Gasché’s defence of Derrida on this point [80-87] is highly instructive,
although not entirely persuasive. His key contention is that the Derridian reflection,
the kind that 1s oriented towards “heterology,” lies “beyond” the self-same reflection
of the German 1dealist kind. His point is that the Derridian kind of reflection on a
radically different order of the self, namely, on a “heterological” self, 1s not to be
identified with, or treated as part of, the speculative kind of reflections on the
“reflexive aporias” of the infinite regress of the self, which originated from

Descartes’s system of reflexion and German 1dealism attempts to tackle.

(1) By freeing the structural articulation of Being, Heidegger paved the way for
Derrida’s even more effective accounting, beyond traditional aporetics and
speculation, for the problem of self-reflexivity. (2) Concerned both with
demonstrating the possibility and essential Itmits - that is, ultimate impossibility
of self-reflection [...] like Heidegger, he (Derrida) focuses on an entirely new
set of issues on the margin of the philosophical path that leads from aporias to

their harmonious unity. (3) The manner in which he tackles the problem of

reflexivity thus takes the form of an investigation into the “pre-suppositions,”

“pre-positions,” or “structures” to which the exposition of this problem, as well

10 “The use of [...] strategies of textual reflexivity [...] seems at least to realign Derrida finally within
the logocentric tradition he is criticising, and moreover [...] they do this in ways that he did not

anticipate, and cannot find acceptable [1980: 226).”
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as its eventual speculative solution, must necessarily yield. [86, numbers added

(1-3)]

Points about Heidegger aside, Gasche’s views on Derrida are clear, and
clearly mislead. As a way of recapitulating what I have been suggesting so far, and
establishing a framework for the subsequent discussion, here I will only indicate very
briefly why, and 1n what sense, I disagree with Gasché¢ on those three points I have
itemised. Against the first point (1), I will advance the argument that Dernida’s
reflection does not “venture” “beyond” the traditional terrain of Cartesian aporetics.
The thought is that Derrida’s move towards “heterology” cannot but remain gestural
as opposed to adventurous; hence, the double “gesture” of Derrida. Gasché’s second
point (2) can be problematised in the same vein. I will highlight the anachronistic
aspects of Derrida’s philosophical trajectory as opposed to its radical “new” light. I
am going to bring into light the conservative Derrida. Final point (3): in examining
the “manner in which Derrida tackles the problem of self-reflexivity,” that 1s, in
giving a critical appraisal of the manner in which he forces his deconstructive
thinking to take place within the “Heideggerian” pre-reflexive grounds of

philosophical reflection, I will point to the structural problems in interpreting

Derrida’s attempt to deconstruct the self-same identity of the self as a “break™ with,
and a “displacement” of, the traditional Cartesian paradigm of reflexive cogitation.
Furthermore, I will offer a reading of Derrida as a willing victim of his own
logocentric, formalistic tendency: a tendency to absolutise the force of meta-level
reflexivity. The point is that Derrida is always already forced to play the Cartesian

game of reflexive vigil. The “force” at stake, as we shall see in what follows, closely

resembles the methodological demand of Cartesianism.
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1.3 Second Exposition: Methodological Self-reflexion

This section sets out to elaborate the first contention of the thesis: Derrida’s
methodological orientation 1s Cartesian. The second point of contention, namely, that
Derrida can be read as a radical Cartesian, will be discussed later in Chapter 2, which
offers an analysis of Derrida’s reflexive hauntology in light of Descartes’s reflective
ontology. The thesis as a whole is an elaboration of these two propositions, and the
aim of this expository section [1.3] is to establish a “clear and distinct” framework in
which this set of key ideas can be further developed later in the subsequent chapters
[2 - 5].

In providing a reading of Derrida in light of Descartes, I focus on some
significant structural similarities found in the mode of their arguments. My imitial
observation is that the element of textual reflexivity, explicable in terms of the
phenomenological adherence of the self to itself, is found commonly in the writings
of both Descartes and Derrida; I read their texts as phenomenological dramas of
self-conflicts and self-doubts, narrated by the first person singular. I take up this clue
as a guiding thread with which I interweave their seemingly heterogeneous texts.
Given that Derrida himself acknowledges his philosophical debts to Edmund Husserl
for his “methodological” orientation [Kearney, interview with Derrida, 1984: 109],
and given that Husserl, notably and particularly the Husserl of Cartesian Meditations

is a self-identified pro(to)-Cartesian, any attempt to bring into light a certain

homological link between Descartes and Derrida, hitherto relatively undisclosed,

would be worth its endeavour.

With this framework in mind, I will set about analysing ways in which the
phenomenological unfolding of the self takes place in the writings of Descartes and
Derrida. I locate the philosophical affinity between the two in the way in which both
the methodologically sceptical Descartes and the self-deconstructive Derrida draw on
the recursivity of the phenomenological act of self-introspection. Accordingly, my

focus of analysis is the inaugural centrality of the thinking ego: the initial primacy of
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the category of the epistemological over that of the ontological or the theological,
found in the texts of Descartes and Derrida.

In the course of reading Descartes, the focus will be laid, accordingly, on the
point of departure in Descartes’s reflection, i.e. the thinking self, and not on the
resultant thought of his meditations which effects a dislocation of the thinking ego’s
subject position, 1.e. the proof of the existence of God (who therefore becomes more
central than the thinking ego). The analysis in the following [1.31], the scope of
which thus restricted, aims to elucidate the formative aspects of Descartes’s cogito
argument, 1.¢. the inaugural, epistemological turn in the thinking of being,

I will begin [1.31] by singling out two epistemological aspects of Descartes’s
cogito argument1 L. performative automatism and recursive retterability. At the
second stage of exposition [1.32], I will then show how it i1s possible to map out the
Derridian Iabyrinth of thoughts by using these working concepts as a set of clues. In
other words, the concem of the subsequent analysis is to look at the specific ways in
which Derrida appropriates or even exploits such epistemological resources in
constructing his self-referential texts; the manner in which Dernda relies on
cogttational self-reflexivity, as we shall see in detail, 1s strategically self-serving,
hence, 1n this sense, economised. The scope of the following analysis of Descartes’s
cogito argument is therefore limited to such an extent: 1t 1s to facilitate our
understanding of the performative art of self-parasitism staged in Dernida’s text in our
attempt to locate the origin of his deconstructive techniques in methodological
Cartesianism. Towards the end of this chapter, the methodological affinity between
Descartes and Derrida will be shown more clearly, e.g. that between the
self-reflexivity of Descartes’s “Je pense” (on which the next section [1.31] focuses)
and the self-reflexivity of Derrida’s “Je - marque!2” (on which a sub-section [1.323]

of the subsequent section [1.32] focuses); with a juxtaposition of these two different

11 A full discussion of its structural dimension will be undertaken in chapter 4: Self-reflexive economy

of Descartes’s Cogilto.
12y means, simultaneously, both “I mark™ and “I marks.”
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cases of self-reflection, the point of contention to be established is that the latter can

be viewed as a derivative from the former, seen from a technical or rhetorical point of

VviEW.

1.31 Descartes’s Self-reflexion:

Performative Automatism and Recursivity in the Cogito Argument

]

By “performative automatism” I mean a logical mechanism constitutive of a

performative kind of reductio ad absurdum, in which an argument 1s rendered
automatically valid when the utterance of the counter-argument is deemed absurd or

impossible. At stake 1s a specific kind of reasoning by reductio ad absurdum, a
“performative” one, by virtue of which, not only there is the impossibility of allowing

the contrary proposition, but, more significantly, is there the impossibility to utter the

contrary!3. Therefore, the most important words here are “to utter.” Before
discussing the significance of “utterance” in the cogito argument, I will make some

preliminary remarks regarding the two notions introduced here: “automatic™ and

“performative.”

First, why “automatic?” The truth or conclusion of the ego-cogiro, 1.e. sum,

according to Descartes, is an automatically valid one; it is self-evident in the sense

131¢ is to be noted that the method of argument by reductio ad absurdum derives from Aristotle’s law
of non-contradiction, according to which, when the utterance of the contrary of a given statement leads
to a self-contradiction, the given sentence is to be deemed true by virtue of the impossibility of asserting
otherwise. The point I am seeking to highlight here, however, is not that Descartes’s method is
therefore originally Aristotelian, but that, first, his methodological reliance on such Aristotelian
syllogistic reasoning has a certain strategic value, and second, what Descartes uses strategically in
presenting his argument is the automaticity (or at-once-ness) of the way in which the impossibility at
issue is recognised by the cogitational subject; it is with the in-built logical apparatus of the cogito
argument, and not with the historical ongin of the method adopted in the argument, that I am
concerned. The point of contention pursued this way will, I believe, shed light on the logical side of
Derrida’s form of thinking, which I shall go on to characterise as performatively self-contradictory and
in this sense meta-cogitational - put the same point more straightforwardly, Derrida the logical thinker
knows that he is self-contradictory and it is the very meta-awareness of logical self-contradiction that
his “auto-"deconstructive texts stage in a playful manner. This point regarding the syllogistic rationality
of deconstructive mind, namely, the point that Derrida implicitly adopts, and further plays on, the
“Aristotelian” rule of non-contradiction, has already been put forward by a commentator [White 1992],
and I will address this issue again, without going into the historical detail, in my literature review [3.3].
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that the negation of it necessarily, that is, automatically, leads to impossibility or
absurdity. Note that, curiously enough, in order to validate his move from the cogito
to the sum, Descartes uses an indirect and negative method of proof as opposed to a
direct and positive one. A good example illustrating this point is the move Descartes

makes from “I am not nothing” to “I am something,” which takes place in the second

Meditatione [AT VII 25/CSM II 17]:

[...] Let him (a deceiver of supreme power and cunning) deceive me as much as
he can, he will never bring it about that I am nothing so long as I think | am
something. So after considering everything very thoroughly, I must finally
conclude that this proposition, I am, I exist, is necessarily true whenever it is put

forward by me or conceived 1n my mind.

Note that, here, the truth of ego-sum is established indirectly via a series of two
negations; the truth of sum is automatically verified by virtue of the ego’s inability to
negate it at the time of the cogito. A certain automatic convertibility of logical values
is a condition of the possibility of the cogito argument: The double negation as in “I
am unable to negate that I think™ is converted into a single affirmation as in “I
thereby affirm that I think”: What takes place in the logical transition from the
inability to negate sum (“never...nothing) to the establishment of the truth of sum
(“something™) is a conversion from a double negation to a single affirmation. This
type of conversion of a unit of mental contents from a negative one to a positive one,
analogous to what is technically called, “obversion,” is precisely what renders valid
arguments by reductio ad absurdum. What interests us here is the automaticity of this
transition, of this (value) conversion, of this obversion. Note that, by logical
necessity, this conversion takes place automatically. It 1s 1n this sense that one can say
that the cogito argument is characterised by an inevitable “automatism,” peculiar to
that particular economy of thought. The ego of the ego cogito, when running the risk

of self-annihilation by attempting to negate itself, by volunteering to invite the evil
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genius to the trial of thought, in turn, insulates itself against the threats of the evil by

converting the logical value of the same thought from a double negation to a single
affirmation, 1n other words, by re-vert-ing to the simpler origin of the same thought,
to 1ts originary logos. Hence, Descartes’s recuperation of the good sense against the
challenge of non-sense. In this way, the ego of ego-cogito drives the evil genius
away; 1n the end, it reverts to itself; finally, it restores itself,, its innate good; it returns
to itself. In this regard, the risk at stake, to use a Derridian term, is highly
“calculated™: 1t 1s, to use Descartes’s word, a “methodological” risk. That is why the
automatism of the cogito is a highly “economised” epistemic value, an “economised”
self-reflexivity. Operative in this logic of automatism is a restitutive economy of
dialecticised retrospection; dialectic in the sense that the antithetical threat of
nothingness as in “I may be nothing” resulting from a negative and hypothetical
meta-reflection is overcome by the meta-reflexion upon the very thought, which leads
to a thests, “I cannot be nothing as long as I am thinking”; and retrospective in the
sense that the first thought of negation (I may be nothing) precedes, both logically
and temporally, the second thought of double negation (The “I” that entertains the

idea that “I may be nothing” cannot be nothing™).

The next question is: why “performative” automatism? Descartes’s reason is
not merely self-reflexive, but performatively so. Performance here can be understood

simply as an action: the automatic conversion takes place in an “active” manner

rather than in a neutral or passive manner. Only through the act of reflexion, that is,
through the re-cognition of the impossibility to think otherwise, the ego of the
ego-cogito can locate its indubitable and immovable site of thinking, 1.e. sum. Such
performance has to be also repeatable in order to be identified as such: The self-same
identity of the cogitational self lies in the reiterative sameness of the word, cogito.
The restitutive re-institution of sum takes place not only in a reflexively automatic
manner, but through the repeated performances or eventuations of the reflexive
cogito; hence, Descartes says, “whenever I think I am not nothing, I must be

something.” Note that, first, the terrain of the sum is delimited by a reflexive
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movement of thought (when I think I may be nothing, I must be, on the contrary,
something, because I must be the very being or thing that entertains such a negative
thought), and second, the same movement is to occur recursively (“whenever I think I
am not nothing, I must be something™). As Descartes himself repeatedly emphasises,
the self-same recursivity of this performance, i.e. the reiterability of the cogito, now
secures the automatic operation of this thought-conversion, “as long as [Med I, AT
VII 27/CSM 11 18],” “while [Pr1 7, 49, AT IXB 6, 24/CSM I 194, 209],” “whenever
[Med, AT VII 25/CSM 11 17]” the event of the cogiro takes place. In this regard, the
logic of the cogito is characterised by its recursivity, hence, mechanical or formalistic
In loosely defined senses of these words.

In order to have an instance of cogifo work as an argument, firstly, it has to be
uttered by the first person, not by the second or third person, and secondly, it has to
be addressed fo the same person who utters the sentence, not to another party. The
first person reflexive utterance of the cogito is the necessary and sufficient condition
of the possibility of the cogito argument, under which condition alone the automatic

operation of 1ts performative logic can be guaranteed. Why this 1s the case, and why

this 1s an important point to bear in mind 1n our context, I will seek to explicate in the

following few pages.

Firstly, the cogito has to be uttered by the {irst person. To introduce Jaako

Hintikka’s i1lluminating analysis of the performative dimension of the first-person

cogitation:

The inconsistency (absurdity) of an existentially inconsistent statement 14 can in

a sense be said to be of performatory (performative) character. It depends on an

act or “performance,” namely on a certain person’s act of uttering a sentence (or

of otherwise making a statement). [1962: 58]

14 A statement made or uttered by a person in which the same person negates his or her existence at the
time of the utterance; for example, the sentence “Descartes does not exist” is an existentially
inconsistent sentence, if and only if stated or conceived by Descartes himself [see Hintikka 1962:

56-59].
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To perform the cogito means to utter the sentence, 7 think;, and, in this case, the object
of thinking includes “I” as the existential marker. Thus, for example, the utterance “7
don’t exist” made by myself, i.e. “I think (that) I don’t exist™ is an instance of the
performance of the cogito, the “existential inconsistency’ of which, in turn,
demonstrates, 1n an indirect manner, that the contrary is true. Therefore, what the
cogito argument demonstrates and, demonstrates performatively, is that the “I” in “I
think I don’t exist,” in fact, exists, regardless, “as long as,” and at the very time when,
the same “I” attempts to make this utterance. The cogito argument here 1s such that
the absurdity of the sentence, “I think I don’t exist,” leads or rather forces the same
“I” to accept the contrary proposition, “(I think) I exist,” as valid: put otherwise, this
absurdity, in turn, invalidates the original proposition, “I don’t exist.” The force of
Descartes’s argument, seen from this perspective, seems to be this: the logical force
at stake is such that the “I” of “I think™ cannot but accept the proposition, “I exist,”

even when it attempts to utter the contrary, “I don’t exist.”

It is in view of this peculiar force of ineluctable self-reflexivity at work in the

cogito argument that Hector-neri Castafieda [1969: 160fI] attributes the property of
“ontological priority” to the first-person pronoun. As he rightly points 1t out, the force

of the “unfailing” logic of self-attribution of the existential marker 1s such that, the

category of existence, when referred to by being “picked up” by the self that

self-refers, is bound to be automatically attributed to the {irst-person pronoun,

namely, to the “I” that thinks reflexively. He says:

The first-person pronoun has [...] an ontological prionity over all names,

contingent descriptions of objects, and all other indicators: a correct use of “I”
cannot fail to refer to the entity to which it purports to refer; moreover, a correct
use of “I” cannot fail to pick up the category of the entity to which it refers. The

first-person pronoun, without predicating selfhood, purports to pick out a self

qua self, and what 1t 1s correctly tendered it invariably succeeds. All other
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mechanisms of singular reference [...] may be correctly used and yet fail to pick
out a referent or to pick up the intended category. Thus, my statement “I don’t

exist now” 18 self-contradictory, jinternally inconsistent [...].[160-161]

To contrast the case in point with a misleading example, the sentence, “I think (that)
Descartes does not exist,” 1s neither an instance of the cogito nor an existentially
inconsistent utterance.

What this example illustrates 1s that, secondly and more importantly, to
perform the cogito means to utter cogifo-involving sentences fo “myself.” In the case
of the cogito, the utterance is to be addressed to the very same “I” that utters the
sentence. Put differently, with the operation of the cogito, the “I,” the subject of
thinking, is put in relation to “me”, in front of “me.” With the (reflective) turn to the
cogito, the “I” becomes “me,” the object of my thought; with the (reflexive) return of
the “I”” to the cogito, the “I” becomes “my-self,” the object of “my” own thought. The
reflexive relation that the “I” bears to “myself” comes to be established, once the “I”
of the cogito has gone through these two steps of thinking, a “turn” that opens up the
site of self-reflection by way of inaugural reflection and a “return” that closes off the
round of thinking by means of reflexive self-limitation; and, as I have been
emphasising, this movement of reflection-reflexion takes place automatically, in
other words, implicitly, or as Castafieda puts it, “internally”. This internal movement
is structurally dualised in the sense that it 1s reflectively open, on the one hand, and

reflexively closed, on the other.

The recognition of this element of automaticity, inherent in the self-reflective
and self-reflexive operation of the cogito argument, leads us to see further that the
“utterance” here is not to be taken in the literal sense of the word. That is to say, one
does not need to pronounce the sentence, “I don’t exist,” aloud in order to verify the
incorrigibility of the cogito, rather, it suffices to entertain the sentence in mind, that is

to say, to witness its happening in the self-reflexively delimited interiority of

self-consciousness. When the cogito argument is at work in my consciousness, |
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become self-conscious of its happening, in other words, alert to its call, as I “hear”
myself saying it to myself. As Hintikka goes on to say, immediately after the passage

quoted earlier,

It (the existentially inconsistent sentence) does not depend solely on the means
used for the purpose, that is, on the sentence which is being uttered. The
sentence 1s perfectly correct as a sentence, but the attempt of a certain man to
utter it assertively is curiously pointless. [...] The pointlessness of existentially
inconsistent statement is therefore due to the fact that they automatically destroy
one of the major purposes which the act of uttering a declarative sentence
normally has. (“Automatically” means here something like “for merely logical
reasons”) [...] In a special case a self-defeating attempt of this kind can be
made without saying or writing anything or doing anything comparable. In
trying to make others believe something, I must normally do something which
can be heard or seen or felt. But, in trying to make myself believe something

there is no need to say anything aloud or to write anything on paper. The
performance through which existential inconsistency arises can in this case be

merely an attempt to think - more accurately, an attempt to make oneself believe

- that one does not exist. [1962: 58-59]

Any attempt to “make myself believe” that I don’t exist at the time of the cogito is
bound to fail. Why is it so? Why is it bound to fail?
When I think, according to Descartes and Hintikka, I Aear myself utter

(s 'entendre-parler [MP xii/xix]) the sentence, “I think.” First turn: the cogifto 1s a

“phonocentric” phenomenon that privileges the internal voice in the mind that is in
an dialogue with itself over other media, for example, the voice of the other person or

the visual representations. The cogito argument would not work, in this sense,
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without some “phonocentric [VP] [MP I-vvx/x-xxix, "‘tympan15 ’]” assumptions
having already been made regarding the way in which self-consciousness arises. In
other words, the argument operates on a model of self-consciousness where phonic or
acoustic elements in self-representation are privileged and appmpriatedw. Second
turn: When I think, I hear myself utter the sentence, “I think™; The cogito is a
self-reflexive act, self-involving and self-referential. Third turn: when I think, I hear
myself utter the sentence, “I think; The cogito is a performative event. Fourth turn:
When I think, I hear myself utter the sentence, “I think™; The cogito is a linguistic
experience. To sum it up: the cogito is a self-referentially performative act, which
appropriates its own linguistic phonocentrism as its discursive resources. The
“pointlessness” in negating the sum at the time of the cogito, this “curious”
phenomenon, as Hintikka observes it, can be explained in this set of terms.

What Descartes’s cogito argument effects in the end 1s therefore a sense of
ineluctability. What Descartes shows is that the ego of the ego-cogito cannot but
believe that it exists at the time of cogito, and that it i1s the case even at the time of
the thinking ego’s active negation of its existence. He draws his attention, and directs
ours, to the fact that something like a logical force is at work 1n the cogito argument.
The self-referential force is at work; and this force remains invincible, he emphasises,
“as long as” the cogito 1s at work, in other words, insofar as the thinking ego is in
performance. Another dimension he discovers is that this force remains the same
insofar as the cogito is a reiterative linguistic act. The cogito argument is, in this
sense, a performatively self-validating one, and the (self-) validation of the truth of

the cogito occurs in a systematically and endlessly self-recuperative manner. It is in

this sense one can say that the ego of the cogito rebounds; The cogito is shaped like

13 the right column, in particular.

16 «[...] a durable structure is thus formed between the throat and the tympanum, which [...] are
subject to a fear of being injured, besides both belonging to the same cavernous domain [MP
xii-xiti/xix].” Dermnda is night in pointing out that the kind of self that engages with nothing but itself,
exemplified in the classical cogito argument, is the phonocentrically insulated, self-same self. It seems to
be in this regard that Derrida is led to claim further that this type of self “repercusses (répercute) its

absolute limit only in sonorous representation [MP xiii/xix].”
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Derrida’s “tympan [MP xiv/xx]”; it “circumscribes” itself, “envelopes” itself; it is
endlessly self-reflexive, closing and folding upon itself.

This peculiar self-reflexive movement of thinking - Descartes’s turn and
return to the cogito - gives rise to the event of the cogito: It 1s a turn that the thinking
subject takes towards 1ts own world of interiority away from the world of the exterior,
away from the world of the Other, the Other taken as the master signifier for a totality
of that which transcends the epistemological order of intelligibility or
self-understanding, e.g., other persons’ mind or God. With the utterance of the cogito,
articulated is an inward turn of philosophy to itself. To use Derrida’s diction, the
cogito argument is an example of the logic of “auto-affection” 1n operation; with the
cogito argument, the thinker is inevitably “affected” by him/herself in such a way that
(s)he cannot but be persuaded by him/herself into believing that (s)he exists as long
as (s)he utters the cogito to him/herself in the consciousness of his’her own, namely,
in his/her self-consciousness. With Descartes, the thought of self-infliction, of
self-reflexion, both auto-affecting and auto-affected at the same time, has become
formalised, thereby, normalised. One of the effects of this philosophical
normalisation of the Cartesian form of reflexion can be found in the following
symptom: every time one attempts to transgress the self-reflexively formulated
boundary of one’s own reflective territory, (s)he is bound to turn to him/herself; to

turn back upon him/herself. This, I identify as the mechanical law of Cartesian

reflection, under which modemn philosophies of consciousness are bound to be
subsumed; this law is forceful to such an extent that, as I will argue by pointing to
Derrida as a telling example, even when a radical move beyond this terrain of
reflection is made, the transgressive gesture cannot be made without itself being
“always already” subject to this force.

The working belief of this study is that, when the reflexive tendency of
methodological Cartesianism itself remains unchallenged even in any “radical”
transgressive endeavour, the Cartesian tradition of philosophy cannot be effectively

overturned in the way it is meant to be. The reason why Derrida is opted, to the
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exclusion of other “post-Cartesian™ thinkers such as Nietzsche or Heidegger, as a

“telling” example, where the Cartesian legacy of thinking is persistently inscribed, 1s

not so much because Derrida is the best example of all other possible ones (although

he is an extremely good example) as because the standard interpretation of Derrida
tends to treat - or even laud - him as a thinker who successfully problematises, if not
absolutely “overcoming,” the philosophical subjectivism of Cartesian tradition. In
this regard, the aim of the current project in which proposed is a Cartesian reading of
Derrida can be recast in the following broader terms: on the one hand, it aims to
explicate the methodological rigour of Cartesian reflection by locating its epistemic
resource in modern reflexive reason; on the other, equally, it aims to expose the
generic or logical limits of such a reflexive model of thinking that is initially and
fundamentally premised upon the cogitational centrality of the thinking subject. The
driving force of Cartesian reflection lies in its performative recursivity, and for this
reason, it is robust, relentless, and restless: it is an inexhaustible source of
philosophical trauma; and in Derrida’s text, this trauma is constantly staged and

exploited, i.e. economised, in a performative manner which the next section will see

in detail.

1.32 Derrida’s Self-reflexion:

Performative Self-contradictions in Deconstructive Arguments

The working hypothesis of the argument that follows is that, when read in line
with the Cartesian logic of reflexion, the mode of Derridian self-reflexivity becomes
more or less comprehensible. This final section of chapter 1 [1.32] initiates a reading
of performative self-contradictions found in Derrida’s text. And the aim of the
reading is to show that Derrida’s deconstructive argument, which secks to establish a
thesis not by means of the constructive articulation and solution of a problem but by
means of “a textual staging” of an issue at hand, is self-referential and self-serving;

Derrida’s deconstructive argument is self-referential and self-serving in the sense that
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its aporetics thus staged are reducible, to a certain extent, to a cogitational play, a
reflexive game that the reflexive reason plays with and against itself. To put the same
point more strongly, what is explored in the following is the possibility to read
Derrida’s aporetics as a set of fabricated problems designed to defy any logical
solution. The focus of reading is therefore mainly the “strategic” or narrative aspects
of Derridian deconstruction. With this, the general point the reading aims to establish
1s the following: What one finds in Derrida, as in a sceptical Descartes in the
self-critical phase of cogitation, is the primacy of the category of the epistemological
over that of the ontological. The first two sub-sections [1.321-2] set out to articulate,
In general terms, what is self-reflexive about Derrida’s texts; and the subsequent,
third sub-section [1.323] will offer a close reading of a case in point: “Je - marque.”
Developing this line of reading, the final part of this chapter [1.324] then initiates a
juxtaposition of Descartes and Derrida, of reflective ontology and reflexive éﬁ%sy
Chapter 2, which presents a reading of Derrida’s reflexive hauntology as a derivative
from Descartes’s reflective ontology, expands on, and thereby solidifies the grounds

of, the main contention thus established in chapter 1, by looking at more examples

from Derrida in a more detailed manner.

1.321 Self-reflexivity and The Aporia of Reading Derrida

That Dernida’s text 1s self-reflexive, this observation itself is hardly anything
new. Quite expectedly, a number of Derrida commentators have already touched
upon this 1ssue. Gasché [1986], for example, contends that the “infrastructure” of
deconstruction, which “appears’ to generate self-reflexively “literary” text, is not, in
fact, self-reflexive, inasmuch as deconstruction’s “serious” concern lies in pointing to
the limits of reflexive thoughts. However, textual evidence, in my reading,
contradicts this view: Gasché’s reading, whilst doing justice to the “philosophical”

Derrida, as he emphasises, seems to be, however, blind to the staged nature of the

Derridian discourse, 1.e. the level of textual fabrication. Apart from Gasché, there is



Cartesian Deconstruction 51 Chapter 1. Derrida in Relation to Descartes

also a vaguely i1dentifiable community of commentators whose studies are, in one
way or another, thematic analyses of certain forms of Derridian reflection [Apel,
Bowie, Critchley, Dews, Frank, Gasché, Harvey, Norris, Priest, White, Wood].17 The
clement of “performative self-reflexivity [Wood 1990: 134f1],” in particular, has
been well pointed out by them as a trait pervasive in the writings of Derrida [Apel,
Cntchley, Frank, Priest, and Wood]. The ceaseless textual mobilisation of
performative self-reflexivity which tends to result in an implicit meta-thematisation
of the very “paradoxes of self-reflection [Critchley 1992],” this, as they say in
common In various ways, is what makes Derrida’s text uniquely “Derridian.”
Surveying the exegetical works on Derrida’s self-reflexivity, those mentioned
above, one will come across the following curious phenomena: most of Derrida
theorists not only attempt to explicate the Derridian “trait” of reflections by relating it
to the self-reflexive style of his writing, but nghtly suggest that this Derridian trait of
thinking, self-reflexivity, 1s something that Derrida has appropriated, whether
acknowledgedly or not, from some fundamentally “classical norms” of doing
philosophy. As has been indicated earlier, my study is broadly concemed with
developing this line of reading Derrida; my aim is only to add a more specific and
relatively new case - Derrida in light of Descartes - to this general thesis thus
well-established. A “curious” phenomenon, as I said, is the comparative shortage of
detailed studies that can support this large claim. Although there is an extensive range
of discussions on the peculiar ways in which Derrida positions himself “in” and “out”
of the metaphysical tradition of the West, 18 perhaps still rare and certainly needed is
a close analysis of the specific ways in which the Derridian “appropriation” or
“expropriation” of traditional metaphysical resources takes place, i.e. the ways in

which Derrida “economises™ on metaphysical resources in order to create his own

ambience of thinking.

17 A short survey of the relevant literature will be undertaken in 3.4.
18 See literature review [3.4] for details.
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The difficulty 1in formulating specific theses on 1ssues to do with the
traditional sides of Derrida’s deconstructive trajectory is apparently structural: the
difficulty, the aporia, is that of a dilemma, of Derrida’s double bind: Involved here 1s
a kind of constitutive dilemma in trying to make sense of a non-sense. When Derrida
attempts to make sense of the strange kind of “difference that differs from itself,” for
instance, he has already set a foot in the land of non-sense, ““beyond™ any absolute
knowledge (au-dela du savoir absolu ) [VP 115/102, “parenthesis in original™],”
where only “unheard-of thoughts (pensées inouies) [VP 115/102]” seem to reside. In
order to let such “unheard-of thoughts” be heard, i.e. to make it intelligible and make
sense of it, one needs to rely, as Derrida himself points out, on the existing order of
knowledge and representation; and yet, in order to allow such non-sensical thoughts
to challenge the existing order and boundaries of thought, one needs, at the same
time, to be prepared to welcome “the other” of identity-based thoughts, non-sensical
thoughts, for example. Accordingly, Derrida finds himself caught up in the double
bind of sense and non-sense. It is with such in-between-ness of the discursive position
of Derrida that we will be concerned in the next following pages.

Perhaps, at this point, it would be necessary as well as helpful to look at the
Derridian aporia of double thinking from a reader’s point of view, not from Derrida’s
point of view. A benefit of posing the question of what it means to read Derrida
correctly or faithfully, is in that such an approach can explicate effectively the
dimension of self-corrosive self-reflexivity pervasive in deconstructive scenes of
thinking. To look, closely, at the risks or aporias involved in the task of reading
Derrida “correctly” is another way to understand the deeply-rooted element of
sceptical self-reflexivity in Derrida’s texts. The crux of the matter here, upon which
we need to focus, is a strategically contagious force of Derridian self-reflexivity to
which Derrida does not allow his readers to become immune; in this way, the
constitutive reflexivity of Derrida’s text becomes reflected in, and transformed into, a

receptive reader’s reflective alertness - what this means will become clearer, as we go
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on to unravel the intricately reflexive dimension of the relationship held between

Derrida the author and us his readers.

Any reader bent on highlighting some traditional aspects of Derrida’s mode of
thinking, such as myself, is bound not to see the subversive side of his philosophy.
Pursuing a conservative line of reading Derrida, one 1s likely to risk making, at least,
three mistakes. First and foremost, one risks not being radical enough; one nisks
underplaying the “radical” spirit of Derrida’s philosophy in which "rigorously and
adequately thought about from another topos or space [Keamney, interview with
Derrida, 1984: 112]”1sa site—cum—non-site,19 “where our problematic rapport with
the boundary of metaphysics can be seen in a more radical light [112].” The second
risk is that of not being a subtle reader; it involves doing injustice to the “subtlety” of
deconstruction manifest in Derrida’s endeavour to delineate the delicate modality of
deconstruction, i.e. its dual mode of “subtle belonging [DG 24/12]” to philosophical
discourse - its simultaneous belonging and non-belonging to the order of discursive
knowledge. The Derridian move of deconstruction is “subtle” is the sense that it is
not definitive: its attempt to delimit its own ambience of thinking 1s structurally
ambiguous. The deconstructive attempt at stake involves both an intra-metaphysical
move and a trans-metaphysical gesture: on the one hand, 1t 1s an intra-philosophical
move to stay within the logically safe area of “traditional metaphysics”, and on the
other, a transgressive gesture to go beyond the domain of traditional logic and
metaphysics into a realm of the “unheard-of”. Perhaps the worst risk a conservative
reader of Derrida may take, the third, is to ignore, totally, this “subtly” double gesture
of deconstruction, thereby, to refuse to participate in the deconstructive
thought-experiment. By pursuing a logocentric line of reading deconstruction, three
examples of which have been described above, one risks betraying the true

“between-ism,” as it were, of Derrida’s ethos of thinking; the cost of such betrayal 1s

I9 My central question is : from what site or non-site (non-lieu) can philosophy as such appear to
itself as other than itself so that it can interrogate and reflect upon itself in an originary manner?
[Keamney, interview with Derrida, 1984: 108]
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not to get “it” (the “it” refers to the correct understanding of Derrida), to be “out of it
[Putnam 1992: 109, the “it” refers to the Derridian milieu of thinking]”, therefore, to
“a priori miss the point [LJ 392/4]” of deconstruction. As soon as one then attempts
to make “sense” of Derrida’s philosophical position that, allegedly, lies in “between”
position and non-position, “between” sense and non-sense, (s)he 1s bound to miss “a
priori”, viz. always and already, something essential about deconstruction, the
non-sensical side of it. The burden on the reader’s part is therefore the necessity to
keep undoing his or her own understanding of deconstruction, in the same way
Derrda 1s supposed to do. Hence, the apona of reading Derrida: How can one
possibly “get there [Wood 1990: 133, See footnote 14]2,” to the promised land of

deconstruction, where the true meaning of deconstruction is supposed to lie? - how is

?? &6

this possible at all, given that “deconstruction deconstructs it-self [LJ 392/4])” “always

already” before the thinking subject attempts to get an grip on it?
As a conservative reader of Derrida, as a reader who takes a “risk” of being

“naive” in demanding an “objective” or formal knowledge of the ways in which

deconstruction works, I also acknowledge and recognise the necessity to reflect, in
my exposition of Derrida, the difficult position in which Derrida, the thinker of
irreducible apora, finds himself situated. The aim of investigating some
formal-logical aspects of deconstructive techniques of thinking 1s therefore
diagnostic, although not necessarily therapeutic: it is to expose the recursive patterns,
identifiable as such, in vanous instances of deconstruction, in other words, to
explicate the discursive limits of Derrida’s deconstructive endeavour, which
nevertheless, desires to go beyond the limits of discursive reason.

This way of reading Derrida’s deconstruction is not only diagnostic but
heuristic: it is also a means by which one can gain an experiential or procedural
understanding of what the “auto” of “auto-"deconstruction would mean:
“deconstruction deconstructs it-self [LLJ 392/4].” A rather reductive reading of Dernda
that I have been pursuing so far may seem to be misled, seen from a faithfully

“Derridian” point of view which “a priori” registers the logical impossibility to
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locate the discursive position of Derrida, the strategically auto-deconstructive, elusive
thinker. The “auto-" of “auto-deconstruction’ seems to indicate, however, that the
deconstructive mode of thinking is reflexively self-referential: one can take the word,
the “auto,” as a marker for the minimal rule of deconstructive thinking, the operative
rule being something like an “auto”-splitting that leads, for example, to the automatic
splitting of the deconstructive self into a self that deconstructs and a self
deconstructed. This point of contention on the irreducible duality of the
deconstructive self will be articulated in the following couple of pages on Derrida’s
“strategy” of thinking, and developed further later [1.323].

Derrida himself talks about a “strategy” adopted in his deconstructive

manoecuvre of thinking: the strategy of deliberate or “apparent” self-contradictions.

He says

[..] Strategy is a word that I have perhaps abused in the past, especially as it has
been always to specify [in the end], in an apparently self-contradictory manner
and at the risk of cutting the ground from under my feet - something I almost
never fail to do - that this strategy is a strategy without any finality. [TT

458-9/50]

Elsewhere Derrida states, in a similar vein, that the strategic “form” of
deconstruction “remains necessarily limited, determined by, a set of open contextual
traits [Poi 368/357];” then, he explains what he means by the “open contextual
traits™: they consist of “the language, the history, the European scene 1n which I am
writing or in which I am inscribed with all manner of more or less aleatory givens
[Poi 369/357].” Now, of particular interest to us is the word “aleatory”; For Derrida,
the “givens” in which he finds himself “inscribed” are characterised as “aleatory,” 1.e.
random and yet rule-governed. Like a player in a dice game, Derrida finds the
conditions of his thinking always already restricted by the pre-existing contextual

constraints of some governing rules of thinking, e.g. the exclusionary logic of
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either-or and the inherited language of western philosophy; At the same time,
however, he views such formal and historical conditions of thinking as “open” to the
future - as “open traits” - in the sense that, again as in a dice game, what is to unfold
in the course of acting upon such conditions by reflecting upon them is unpredictable.
His “aleatory” strategy, accordingly, is to attempt to calculate the incalculable. To put
the same thought in a less paradoxical way, Derrida’s deconstructive strategy is to
stay vigilant in the face of the unknown, in an anxious anticipation of what is to
come; 1t 1s, as if in a dice game, to play on both necessity and contingency. Hence, an
aleatory strategy for an aleatory situation: This characterises the Derndian “milieu”
of thinking.

Descartes’s altercation with the evil genius in the second Meditatione is a
relevant case in point. If what Descartes does, and does finally, is to overcome the
unknown, and potentially global, threats of the evil genius by making them
intelligible, which is to say, to weaken the corrosive force of self-criticism by taking a
self-reflexively protective measure (by returning to the very self that undertakes the
self-critique), what Derrida does, and does deliberately, 1s only to restore and
sharpen, without resolving, the tension lying in the twofold force of such an
ambivalent cogitation; the tenston between the reductively reflexive force of
self-criticism on the one hand, and the irreducibly corrosive force of self-criticism on
the other; the aleatory tension between the reflexive security of the self-critical self
and the unpredictability of the way in which the hyper-critical force of cogitation
comes to disrupt the reflexive equilibrium of the cogitational self.

Self-criticism, taken as a self-corrosive act of the mind, is an instance of
meta-self-reflection; the moment when the self remains critical of itself is the
moment when the thinking self - the self-cntical self - submits itself, reflexively and
recursively, to the inexhaustibly hyper-reflective force of cogitation. In this regard, a
Derridian thinker, closely resembling a Cartesian meditator in the sceptical phase, is
describable as a philosophical personae who 1s ceaselessly at war with himself,

critical of himself. Both Descartes and Derrida struggle and juggle with the
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fundamental structural ambivalence of modern rationality, where the principle of
critical reason demands that reason be self-critical; self-critical on the one hand, to
the point of self-destruction, and self-critical on the other, to the effect of
self-recuperation; “this tension between disruption, on the one hand, and
attentiveness, on the other,” Derrida says, “is characteristic of everything I try to do
[Caputo 1946: 8, 8-11].”

What Derrida does, staying in the Cartesian framework of self-critical
thinking, is to create, within the cogitational self, this “double” bind of self-criticism
and self-criticism,ﬁ which, in turn, generates the meta-level “tension”: a contention
between the self of self-criticism and the self of self-criticism: a conflict between two
different forces of reflexive cogitation, one, the force of reflexive self-recuperation,
and the other, that of reflexive self-destruction. What Derrida does, following a
Cartesian sceptic 1n self-criticism, 1s to take one step further than a Cartesian
self-critic; he unfolds the aleatory scene of self-reflection once more by mobilising
the self-corrosive force of reflexive self-destruction that the self of self-criticism
harbours. In Dernida’s case, self-criticism amounts to interminable self-distancing or

self-doubling, in other words, the infinite splitting of the self; The self, Derrida says,

“must therefore, split and redouble itself at the same time, at once leave free and take
hostage; double act (coup double), redouble act (coup redoublé) [Pass 36/14).”” The

meta-critical force of self-disruption which Derrida’s philosophical reflection

harbours can therefore be used against Descartes in the sense that it weakens the
reflexive force of self-recuperation; it is, however, originarily and ultimately,
Cartesian, hence, constrained and tamed to that extent. The deconstructive force of
thinking, in other words, is “always already” locked in the reflexive structure of the
double. Hence, Derrida’s fixation upon the double, the other of the same (as opposed

to the multiple, for instance); “the same,” exemplified 1n this case, 1s the self of

self-critique.
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1.322 Linguistic Self-reflexivity and the Strategy of Writing in Derrida

What brings together the awareness of the double, that is to say, what “binds”™
these heterogeneous forces of doubling, according to Derrida, is the force of
language. He gives a linguistic configuration to the structural tension between the
reflexive self (self-critical self) and the hyper-reflective self (self-critical self), which
1s immanent in Cartesian self-consciousness. If, for Descartes, the evil genius is the
alter-ego, for Derrida, 1t 1s language. A paradigm shift from that of self-consciousness
to that of linguistic consciousness has taken place here, and yet, the structure of
allegory itself remains intact. In the following, we will see why this 1s the case.

Apparently, Dernda is more sensitive than Descartes to the linguistically
structural dimension of the cogito, 1.e. the impersonal reiterability of the phrase, “I
think”; and also, he 1s more interested than Descartes in explicating the /ntransitive
performativity of cogitational act.

First, to explain the impersonal aspect of the performance of “I think”: The
thought here is that the discursive position of Descartes “I” cannot be located outside
the linguistic structure that enables the articulation of “I think™; which 1s to imply, to
put it by using the structuralist grammar, what speaks is not Descartes, the
self-conscious subject, but rather, the word, I. Hence, the impersonality of the
reiterability of the cogito. What Descartes the linguistic subject does, when referring
to himself, 1s to fill out the discursive position of the I by providing an empincal
content to it. The point Derrida highlights 1s that, when Descartes says “I think,” the I
that pronounces that phrase is not so much the extra-linguistic, cognitively supreme,
subject occupying the “Archemedian view-point,” whose discursive locus can be
found outside the grammatical or semantic network of language thus used, as the
intra-linguistic subject who must participate in the language game - and, in this sense,
has no choice but to “subject” himself to the force of language - in order to have its
discursive locus represented in that linguistic framework. Derrida’s concern here 1s

not merely to point to the verbal aspects of cogitational self-consciousness, which
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Descartes himself recognises and stresses; see, for instance, Discours [AT VI

57/CSM I 140] where Descartes highlights the uniquely human ability to use
language, which his letter to More dated 5 February 1649 [AT V 278/CSM 11 366]
later characterises as “a sure sign” of the rational soul. What Derrida does, more
significantly, is to extremise the inscriptive or structuralising force of the language of
self-consciousness by replacing the actively self-conscious subject (Descartes’s image
of the reflective self) with the explicitly linguistic, self-conscious subject (Derrida’s),
i.e. by having the former be displaced by the latter: what Derrida does 1s to narrow his
thematic focus down from the self-conscious dimension of the self to the
linguistically formulated, self-conscious dimension of the self - an example of this
move will be shown in next section [1.323].

Second, the intransitive aspects of the performance of “I think™: At a thematic
level, Derrida is interested in the hyper-reflective, rather than reflexive, dimension of
the cogito; at a performative level, accordingly, he exploits the infinite reiterability of
the “I think.” In this regard, one can say that hyper-reflexivity is the driving force
behind his gesture towards hyper-reflection. Consequently, what one sees in the
Derridian scene of self-effacing self-reflections is an irreducible “gesture” of
reflective thought that has “always already” lost its object; His reflections are gestural
as opposed to determinate in the sense that it remains intransitive, lacking its object.
To think, for Descartes, is to let the object of thought appear to the one who thinks,
whereas, it is, for Derrida, to let the object of thought obliterate itself in front of the
one who thinks; Hence, the difference between thinking of “an object” and thinking
with “traces.” Wood [1992: 3] makes the same point in the following way: the
Derridian force of reflection manifests “a desire of philosophy” in that “it articulates”
its desire to hold itself in its gaze “when it is lost sight of. Derrida is engaged in a
theatrical re-animation of the textual space of philosophy’s passion.”

The Derridian “desire” for origin is, my reading suggests, originarily
Cartesian; this can be argued in the sense that the ceaseless acts of object-tracing,

which Derrida allows his text to perform, mark the centrality of the subject that
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desires the origin of the lost object. The issue here is the 1rreducible locus of the

cogitational self in Derrida, effectuated, paradoxically, by the very phenomenological
act of self-effacement; the focus on the self remains intact, if only replaced by an
empty gaze. If the Cartesian “I” represents the centrality of self-presence, the
Dermmdian “I” marks the centrality of the experience of absence or loss.

In the absence of an unmediated access to the “pure” interiority of Cartesian
self, what makes possible this “marking” or “inscription” of the intransitive event of
reflection, according to Derrida, 1s language; language provides an access to
self-consciousness in the Derridian model of self-reflection. An interesting parallel
can be drawn here between Descartes’s evil genius and Derrida’s language. There 1s a
structural similarity between the way the hypothesis of an evil genius provides an
access to the discovery of the true self (in Descartes’s case) and the way the attention
to the language of the self leads to reflexive self-awareness (in Dernda’s case): in the
case of the former, it is the evil genius that is used as a medium through which the
locus of the cogitational self can be marked, retrospectively (it was, after all, “me”,
the thinking I, who created such a fictive destroyer of the world), and in the case of

the latter, the language of the self (it is by means of using the word “I”, by means of

seeing myself “being written” in the text, that I am led to double myself, again and

again)?0. The point to be noted is that both Descartes and Derrida, in this way,

economise on the discursive force of doubling.

Consequently, Derrida is, as he says about himself, “armoured” in a “tunic of
writing [MA 44/39],” the “nets of which language” protects, and at the same time,
threatens him. To explain what this means by introducing the language of the self as
an example of Derrida’s “tunic of writing”: The linguistic network of egological
words protects Derrida in the sense that it allows him to point to, if not occupying,
the locus of his self-consciousness - without which the very act of designating the

space of the cogitational self would be impossible; and yet, it also threatens him 1n

20 The next section [1.323] on Dernda’s “Je - marque” elaborates this point.
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the sense that the language of the self, which is public (e.g. everyone uses the same
word “I”” in order to self-refer), leaves him alienated, i.e. split, from a private realm of
his own self-consciousness. Two points can be extrapolated from this observation on
the constitutive ambivalence of the role language plays - the language of the self, in

particular - in the formation of the Derridian self.

First, the textuality of the cogitational self: text as a medium of self-relation:
According to Derrida, when it comes to the dialectic of self-interrogation, what
comes into play is the language of the self in self-dialogue, and not the
extra-linguistic self in unmediated self-introspection. In the Derridian scene of
self-reflection, language takes precedence over, and gives a configuration to,
self-consciousness. What controls a scene of self-reflection, Derrida points out, 1s not
a kind of “pure” and un-mediated, transcendental subject, which he describes as the
“autistic[MP 162/135]” self, i.e. the Cartesian self in self-criticism; rather, it 1s the
linguistic force of signification, which he calls “écriture (writing),” matenal rather
than ideal, and contaminated rather than pure, the structure of which resembles that
of a complicated “fabric” or “spider’s web” [Diss 49/42] rather than that of a building
with a hierarchically-organised, “clear and distinct” directory. This force of
self-reflection, therefore, Derrida argues, does not originate from a kind of pure,
self-transparent self that is in dialogue with itself in a clearly self-conscious manner;
rather, it is the “hors livre (outwork) [Diss 7-67/1-60] of some linguistic resources
that ceaselessly force such an autistically pure self to externalise itself -
“externalisation” in this case means the materialisation of the non-linguistic, 1deal
self, or the contamination of the non-linguistic, pure self, namely, the linguisticisation
or, to use Derrida’s preferred diction, textualisation of the self.

Second, an aporetic status of the hyper-reflective movement in cogitation:
hyper-reflection as both an intra-textual (linguistic) and an extra-textual
(non-linguistic) event: the irreducible desire of self-critical reason for unmediated,
pure self-presence: the hyper-critical force of philosophical self-reflection lies in the

recursive desire for cogitation, which manifests itself in the form of the recursive
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applicability of the cogitational phrases such as “I think™ or “I doubt” to an act of

self-introspection. What such hyper-reflection desires is an object of its discursive
engagement; At stake here is the cogitational desire of reflective mind that arises due
to the very absence of 1ts object of cogitation. This type of obsessively recursive force
of self-critical cogitation, the fixating force of self-criticism/introspection, effects
what Derrida describes as an “extra,” “faint” “turn” [Diss 48/412 1] of self-reflection,
which 1s both intra-textual and extra-textual; intra-textual, insofar as it 1s tied in a
linguistic (textual) structure, and extra-textual, insofar as its vectorial tendency or
irreducible desire to go beyond a given order of thinking is uncontrollable by any
rational means and inexplicable in any textual terms. This hyper-reflective dimension
of the cogitative mind, Derrida calls “restance?* [Diss 13/8]”. With this word, what
Derrida attempts to highlight is the irreducible force of intransitive reflection
generative of reflexive texts. This transgressive force of linguistically-mediated
self-reflection is that which “remains” inexhaustible in the textual scene of

self-reflection; it remains there as a “remainder which 1s added to the subsequent text

and which cannot be completely summed up within it [Diss 14/9]”. Such a
“remaining” force of philosophical self-reflection is both excessive and
supplementary, hence, ambiguous; excessive in the sense that 1t overtflows the
self-same economy of reflexion (it cannot be “summed up within the text”) ;
supplementary in the sense that it leads to another instance of self-reflexion that takes
place within the reflexively generated text taken as a whole (it is “added to the
subsequent text”) ; hence, ambiguous in the sense that such a transgressive force of
reflection is both excluded from the textual order of intelligibility (1.e. extra-textual)
and necessary for the further unfolding of the text (i.e. intra-textual). In this way,
what Derrida calls the “structure of the feint [Diss 48/41]” - the meaning of the feint
taken as the ambiguous turn of hyper-reflection, i.e. a reflective “gesture” of

cogitation - produces a “web” of textuality at a micro-level, and a spectacle of

21 “Iq feint [...], un tour de plus, [...]”
22 coined from rester; Barbara Johnson translated it into “lefi-overness [Diss 48/44].”
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meta-reflection at a macro-level. Here, what remains irreducible is the desire of

reflective reason for self-mastery.

Demonstrated by Derrida’s “turn” to linguistic or textual self-reflexivity is not
how the structural limits of Cartesian reflection can be overcome, i.e. how the
cogitational subject can be de-centralised and displaced; What Derrida’s linguistic
turn shows, I have been arguing, 1s rather how the Cartesian model of self-reflexive
Introspection can be sharpened and reconfigured in a new vocabulary, the old
vocabulary being that of self-consciousness, and the new, that of linguistic
self-consciousness. The point of contention here is that the Derridian model of
self-consciousness, which merely privileges the linguistic self-referentiality of the
reiterative “I”’ over the phenomenological self-referentiality of the extra-linguistic
“I” without overturning the self-referential structure of the Cartesian model of
self-consciousness, can only replace the old model rather than displace it. The point,
to put it more strongly, is that despite his reconfiguration of the Cartesian paradigm
of thinking, Derrida’s linguistic paradigm of cogitation still repeats or even reinforces
the reflexive tendency of the Cartesian mind; Derrida repeats the reflexive Descartes
in the sense that his self-reflexive texts draw on - as the first two Meditationes do -
the hyperbolic force of cogitation, traceable in the infinite regressiveness of the “I”;
The reflexive tendency of the Cartesian mind is reinforced by Derrida in the sense
that Derrida is closer to a sceptical Descartes - suffering from “the malady [Hume,
1888: 218]” of “profound and intense reflection,” who will "never be radically cur’d
- than to a positive Descartes who overcomes such corrosive self-doubts and finds
faith in reflective ontology constructed on the very possibility of self-reflexion. If
Descartes in good faith uses reflexive scepticism methodically, Derrida uses it
stylistically; methodical in the sense that the unfolding of the sceptical self 1s
telos-oriented, and stylistic in the sense that a certain over-used or aestheticised

mannerism, namely, a “style” of thinking, if nothing else, constrains the way 1n which

the sceptical self stages 1tself.
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Derrida’s rhetoric of impasse or blindness is pertinent here. The discursive

strategy Dernida often adopts, when producing his texts (which are characteristically
self-reflexive, as I have been pointing out in this study), is to acknowledge in advance
that, as Wood put it, "there is no other place to go [1988: 69],” i.e. there is no other
alternative ways of doing philosophy; Then, the one and only method Derrida seems
to privilege over other possible ones, I have been arguing, is that of self-reflexion.
Hence, Dernida’s philosophical preoccupation with the theme of “living on the limits
and boundaries” of discursive reason. Derrida’s philosophical fixation on the sense of
the Iimits manifest itself, often in his texts, in the form of him repeatedly
acknowledging the restrictive preconditions under which his deconstructive project
becomes a necessity as well as a possibility. Within the large category of “the
metaphysical tradition of the European West” that Derrida tends to evoke as the
master signifier for the aforementioned “preconditions,” a more specific context the
current study highlights, in and out of which Derrida’s deconstruction is operative, is
a sub-category designatable as the “epoch” of philosophical modemnity, the starting

point of which Derrida himself locates in Descartes, the philosopher of
self-consciousness23. To combine, in light of my line of argument pursued so far,
Derrida’s impossibility thesis - there is no other place to go - with his epochal
designation of Descartes as the starting point of methodological self-reflection, the
resultant thought gives us a more concrete picture of Derrida’s strategy of

acknowledgement: what Derrida acknowledges, by implication, if not by means of

explicit articulation, is that he cannot think without relying on the Cartesian mode of
self-reflection. This tactical move that Derrida seems to make implicitly is
problematic on the following two accounts. First, it is unjustifiably presumptuous:
Derrida presupposes, in the name of tradition (the Cartesian tradition of philosophical

modemnism, in particular), the impossibility to think in a non-reflexive,

23Derrida [ED 294/198] locates the opening of “the epoch of self-presence [...] and its central support”
in Descartes who finds “presence in consciousness”; Derrida sees Descartes as the initiator of the
modern, epistemological paradigm of thinking being, in which a reflective consciousness of being -
rather than being itself - becomes a starting point of philosophical inquiry into the truth of being.
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un-self-conscious way; Accordingly, he excludes a priori other possible models of
thinking, in which philosophical concepts such as being or the self can be thought out
and formulated, for example, from a multiple or non-restrictive,24 non-logocentric
point of view (rather than in the course of a philosopher’s solitary pursuit of his own
dialectically-constrained or limit-driven self-consciousness). Second, Derrida’s tactic
of acknowledgement is self-appropriative and self-referential, therefore, part of his
restricted economy of writing: he converts his philosophical shortcoming or habits,
1.€. his inability to think otherwise or his penchant for a reflective mode of thinking,
Into a certain “blind,” i.e. exclusive and irreducible, “passion” of not only his
philosophy, but of philosophy in general. Derrida’s “passion” expressed in his
philosophical writings is “the passion for the impossible [Caputo 1997: xvii-xxvi),”
for impasse, for the “the experience of the impossible [Derrida 1990; 15].”

However, to a certain extent, the “passion” for aporias, which Derrida
glamorises into a spectacle of aporetic, philosophical meta-self-reflection, is a
self-reflexive fabrication, 1.e. a creation of his own, hence, in this sense, even a
pseudo-passion. To what extent are then the writings of Derrida reducible to the

reflexive games a reflective mind plays with and against itself? The next section

explores this question.
1.323 An Example of Linguistic Self-reflexivity: The Case of “Je - marque”

This section sets out to explicates some strategic aspects of Derrida’s
discourse. The purpose of exposing the reflexive economy of his writing is to show a
certain degree of banality and deceptiveness in his textual staging of the
“undecidability” thesis. With this, what is to be explicated is the 1rreductble centrality

of the reflexive subject exemplified in his text. Accordingly, a reading of Derrida as a

24Deleuze’s notion of philosophy [1991: 21-37/16-34], for example, in which to do philosophy is
characterised as an act of “creating”™ concepts as opposed to an act of “reflecting” upon them may count

as a good contemporary case of non-reflective philosophies.
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guardedly self-reflexive, crafty writer, as opposed to a thinker of “the impossible
Other,” will be explored. Closely analysed in the following 1s an example of such

reflexive playfulness: the case of “Je - marque”.

I - marks(s) first of all a division in what will have been able to appear

in the beginning, [MP 327/275]2°

But - I mark(s) the division - [...] [MP 327/275]

But - again, I mark(s) and multiply/multiples (multiplie) the division - [...]

[MP 328/276]

For Derrida, [...] reflexivity points to [..] the medium and practice of

writing itself. [Wood 1990: 145]

The problem we are to raise is in the very mode of beginning, in the very

contrived way in which Derrida’s text unfolds, in the very staging of a reflexive play

on the word “I”’: the insertion of “-” between “Je” and “marque”. His essay on Paul
Valéry’s “I” [“Qual Quelle”, MP 327-358/273-306] begins with an equivocation,
with a performative “marking” of the linguistic force of equivocation; The textual
function of “-” thus marked repeatedly is the sustained production of a
self-differential tension between the “Je” of “Je marque (I mark)” and that of “Je, ce
marque ( I, it marks ...)”. This way, “Je - marque” signifies both “I mark” and “I, it
marks”: It stages these two different meanings simultaneously.

This particular way of beginning is self-reflexive, and performatively so, in
the following threefold sense. First, the “I” of “I mark™ is performative in the sense

that it is that which carries out the marking in the text; It refers to Derrida the writer

25 “Je - marque d'abord une division dans ce qui aura pu paraitre au commencement.”
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who writes the sentence. Second, the “I” of “I, 1t marks” is reflexive in the sense that

it 1s that which forces Derrida the writer to reflect back upon the first “I” ( The “I” of
“I mark™) and to ask whether the (first) “I”” that marks is the same as the (second) “I”
that makes him mark the word “I”. The first “I” is pre-reflexive, pre-cnitical, and
un-sceptical; The second, by contrast, is reflexive, critical, and sceptical. Noted so far
is the mechanism of the double 1n which the word “I” operates: the “I”” can be
employed both pre-reflexively and reflexively; both referentially when used as a
marker of the grammatical subject, and self-referentially (indexically) when
mentioned as an object of phenomenological introspection. Third, the “I”” of “I -
mark” is performatively meta-reflexive in the sense that it presents, simultaneously,
the first, pre-reflexive “I” and the second, reflexive one; hence, the third dimension of
the “I” is not merely performative in the pre-critical self (as in the first case), but
self-implicative so in the sense it includes both the pre-critical natural self and the
critical phenomenological self. The simultaneity of the staging of the two “I”’s, which
the marking of “-” effects, renders Derrida’s way of beginning performatively
meta-reflexive and, in this sense, economised.

If the writing of “Je - marque” stages ambiguation, i.e. equivocation, an
interpretative, threefold translation of this single sentence effects a certain degree of
dis-ambiguation. What the foregoing analysis aims to show is the following: the
whole problem of textual self-differentiation of the self Derrida pursues 1n the rest of
his essay can be read as a self-reflexive construct, therefore, in this specific regard, as
a kind of pseudo-problem that knows, in advance, that a solution 1s impossible.
Derrida’s linguistic fixation on the elusive “I” and his reflexive frustration with it, the
philosophical gravity of which he justifies in the name of Cartesian tradition (Valéry
is an example of Cartesian writer Derrida discusses in this essay), manifest
themselves in the recurrence of the problem of self-differentiation in his wntings.
And the issue here is not the recursivity per se; it is rather the self-serving way in
which the necessity to chase after the elusive “I” is justified and reinforced, that 1s,

“inscribed,” in Derrida’s text - such direction and force of thinking is self-inscribed
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from the beginning, in other words, reflexively indexicalised. His opening move, “Je
- marque”, 1s deceptively adventurous in the following sense. Derrida begins an essay
by staging, i.e. creating performatively, an immediate splitting of the self, and then
purports to convince the readers, as well as himself, that the rest of his essay is “the
experience of the impossible”, a manifestation of his “passion for the impossible”.
What 1s impossible, in this case, is the union of the selves thus split, which he has
already made impossible from the beginning. The problem I am highlighting is that
the possibility of the unification of the divided selves was already, i.e. a priori,
precluded by Derrida’s opening move; so, what is the point of staging such
impossibility further on?

The first sentence of Derrida’s essay, in a way, is illustrative of both the
whole point of Derrida’s impassioned essay and that of my unsympathetic reading: “I
- marks(s) first of all a division in what will have been able to appear in the beginning
[MP 327/275])”. Derrida’s point is that the mastery of the self, 1.e. the undivided
attention to, and the unmediated apprehension of, the “I,” is an impossibility insofar
as the self 1s always already in self-relation and the mode of its relationality 1s not

only dialectically reciprocal, but on top of that, linguistically so; Hence, the

simultaneous splitting of the “I” into the “I who marks the word, I”’, and the *I that is
thus marked” by the word, I. And this line of thinking Ieads to the following thesis
that the quoted sentence stages in a cryptic manner: The perfect beginning of the
pure, immediate self that may lie in the future - “the beginning that will have been” -
1s, nevertheless, always already unlocatable, due to the originary “division” of the self
caused by the force of language, i.e. by the inscriptive force of the word, I ; the apona
at stake is that the pre-linguistic “I”’ must use the word “I” in order to identify itself as
such, and yet as soon as it locates itself in, or “inscribes” or “marks” 1tself on, the
linguistic map, the pure origin of the I - “the beginning” of the I - becomes
obliterated; Hence, (from Derrida’s point of view), the impossible dream of locating

the exact or pure “source of the I”’; (from our point of view), Derrida’s a priori
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preclusion of the possibility of a radically new beginning, of a radically new mode in

which the self can be conceived in a different manner.

The point of contention one can raise against Derrida, in this regard, is
regarding the twofold movement of his self-reflection: the movement of reflective
opening and reflexive self-closure: one, the movement of self-splitting ( “I - marks: Je
- marque’ ), and the other, the trans-temporal fixing of the division through a
meta-reflexive doubling of the very ruptured state of the self ( “a division in what
will have been able to appear in the beginning: une division dans ce qui aura pu
paraitre au commencement” ); the latter, reflexively closed, movement of thinking is
describable as trans-temporal in the sense that his strategic use of the future perfect
tense - “will have been” - reveals that the kind of future Derrida envisages 1s not the
one that is radically open to temporality and, therefore in this sense, un-fixable and
unpredictable, but the one projected a priori from the point of view established 1n the
present tense, which dictates what X is and what X will be, and accordingly, which
sees what X “will have been” as a completion or structural solidification of (as
opposed to a separation from or interruption of) the project of X. Derrida’s
meta-reflexive fixing or control of a scene of disruptive self-reflection, viewed as the
opening move in his essay, is a good strategic decision, because it 1llustrates,
performatively, the argument of the essay as a whole: the impossibility of
self-mastery, i.e. the inexhaustibility of the linguistic source of the “I”. This strategy
is, however, too good in the sense that the self-closed tightness of his, what I
previously called, “tactic of acknowledgement” contradicts his overt argument for the
impossibility of exhaustive self-knowledge. With the inscription - marking - of the
single sentence that announces, in advance, the impossibility of “the beginning”,
what Derrida does is to create a loop of self-reflexivity, to which “the subsequent text
is added™; The rest of his sentences in the essay, in this sense, is the fortification of
such self-closed loop of self-referential thinking.

Put the same point differently, Derrida’s compositional mastery over his text

pre-determines self-reflexively, therefore, restricts a priori, the range of his “passion
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for the unknown, for the impossible, for the aporetic”; restrictive in this case is his
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