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1

My interest in this essay is to explore the ways in which we may see violence
both as a positivity and as an unspoken condition of a certain fantasy of
the sustainability of its various others or opposites, peace, love, and so on.
Rather than simply condemning or deploring violence, as we tend to do
regarding the evils of war and suffering and the everyday horrors we believe
we can ameliorate, I am interested in raising the question of violence not
simply where it is most obvious and manifest—in the streets, in relations
between races, classes, sexes, political oppositions (although I hope what it
will raise does not avoid these issues)—but also where it is less obvious, and
rarely called by this name, in the domain of knowledges, reflection, think-
ing, and writing. Not simply to condemn it, but to explore its constitutive
role in the establishment of politics, of thought, of knowledge. For this
reason: that, as intellectuals or philosophers (they are not always, or are
only rarely, the same thing), we play a part in various structures of violence,
whether we choose to or not, not only in our daily but also in our profes-
sional and intellectual lives, but it is rare that we have the intellectual re-
sources by which to think the level of our investment in the very violence
that constitutes our relations to work. I want to use some of the rather
sensitive and self-conscious resources provided by Jacques Derrida to look
at the very violence of writing, of thought, and of knowing as the conditions
of possibility and of existence of our own immersion in disciplinarity.

Although it has been commonplace to claim that Derrida, and along
with him the whole of postmodernism, represents a mode of depoliticiza-
tion and transformation of feminist, class, and postcolonial discourses,1

Derrida has never written on anything other than politics and violence,
even if it is also true that he does not write only on politics and violence. I
would argue that his are among the most intensely political texts of the late
twentieth century, although the language he uses is not one he shares in
common with political theory. He is commonly accused of blurring or im-
mobilizing politics, of refusing to provide answers or the conditions of
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answers to political problems, and of reducing political to theoretical prob-
lems. In this vein, Thomas McCarthy’s reading of Derrida’s politics is repre-
sentative: McCarthy argues that in the long run, Derrida produces
‘‘wholesale subversion, with no suggestion of remedies or alternatives’’
(McCarthy, 157)—in short, that while critical and perhaps in that sense
useful, it remains ironic, parodic, skeptical, negative. Deconstructive, per-
haps, but never adequately constructive. Able to criticize politics, but never
able to positively contribute to it.

I would like to argue, contrary to this prevailing representation of Derri-
da’s politics as a politics of negativism, nihilism, or anarchism, that he of-
fers a profound, if unsettling, reconfiguration of political activity that
centers on the question of violence. It is true that he refuses to offer politi-
cal advice, to provide remedies or solutions to answer to the pressing needs
of today. But it is the very idea that we can find a solution to the questions
of these questions, and to the question of violence that is put under politi-
cal interrogation itself. Derrida refuses the kinds of question that McCar-
thy, Nancy Fraser, and others use to define the political—which does not
mean Derrida abandons or refuses politics, but that he engages in different
ways and in different questions.2

The nature of the violence he both articulates and mobilizes is discern-
ible only through a careful reading of a number of texts in which he ap-
pears to be talking of other matters. The question of violence is never very
far from these matters. Whenever he talks of force (‘‘Force of Law’’), of
discord (‘‘Différance’’), of the trace (Of Grammatology), of dislocation
(‘‘Eating Well’’), of fraying (‘‘Freud and the Scene of Writing’’), as well as
in texts more explicitly devoted to the question of violence (‘‘Violence and
Metaphysics,’’ ‘‘Violence of the Letter’’), it is with the politics of violence
that Derrida deals. And moreover, while accused of either political indiffer-
ence or nihilism, Derrida has addressed the more manifest and concrete
political issues of violence—in relation to race and apartheid, in his writ-
ings for Nelson Mandela, in his writings on feminist questions, in his discus-
sions of the rhetoric of drugs, and so on—in a much more explicit and
direct manner than virtually any other contemporary philosopher one can
think of. That his works are seen as apolitical, as lacking a mode of political
address, is surely the result of a certain freezing up of politics and an at-
tempt to constrain it to well-known or predetermined forms, the very forms
whose naturalness or stability is contestable through deconstruction.3

From the very earliest conceptions of différance he develops an under-
standing of the ‘‘worlding of the world,’’ the marking of the earth, as a
mode of cutting. Différance is understood as the inscriptive, dispersing dis-
sonance at the impossible ‘‘origin’’ of any self-presence. As he described it,
‘‘Différance is the name we might give to the ‘active’ moving discord of
different forces’’ (‘‘Différance,’’ 18). As ‘‘active’’ moving discord of forces,
or differential forces, one that precedes the opposition between active and
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passive or moving and stationary, différance is the originary tearing of that
which, unknowable and unspeakable as it is, was always amenable to in-
scription, was never ‘‘full’’ enough to retain its self-presence in the face of
this active movement of tearing, cutting, breaking apart. This movement is
also a bringing together, a folding or reorganizing, and the very possibility
of time and becoming.

In Of Grammatology, Derrida asks the crucial question, which in a sense
I want to adopt as my own: ‘‘What links writing to violence? And what must
violence be in order for something in it to be equivalent to the operation
of the trace?’’ (112). Note that he does not ask the more obvious, and
manifestly Derridean, question: ‘‘What must writing be in order for some-
thing in it to be equivalent to violence,’’ but rather, seeks into the modes
of divergence, ambiguity, impossibility, the aporetic status of violence itself,
a status that it shares in common with the trace, and thus with writing,
inscription, or difference. This is in many senses a more interesting and
complicated question, for it asks: in what ways is violence bound up with
the structures of equivocation, of différance, of undecidability that so radi-
cally structure and unhinge all discourse and all representation, all modes
of self-presence? If violence is no longer so simply identifiable and de-
nounceable, if it is not readily delimited in its spheres of operation, if it
becomes ambiguous where the divide between violence and its others can
be drawn, then violence is a form, possibly the only form, that writing,
arche-writing, or the trace can take. Derrida does not ask how violence is
like writing, but rather, what is it in violence, what operative element in
violence, that is equivalent to the trace. Violence is not containable itself
as an identity of the trace: it is its own particularity and excessiveness over
and above any conceptual schema, deconstruction notwithstanding. Der-
rida is inquiring into the allegiance of something in violence with writing—
indeed, with the very operations of deconstruction itself, which can be
considered a writing of the violence of writing, and thus a self-consciously
violent writing of writing as violence (and production, of violating produc-
tion).

What makes Derrida’s work at once intensely political and ethical, while
he remains acutely aware of the problems involved in any straightforward
avowal of one’s commitments to political and ethical values, is his readiness
to accept that no protocol, no rhetorical or intellectual ploy is simply inno-
cent, motivated by reason, knowledge, or truth alone, but carries with it an
inherent undecidability and repeatability that recontextualizes it and frees
it from any origin or end. His politics is not the espousal of a position, but
rather an openness to a force, the force of différance. He lives up to the
simultaneous necessity and impossibility of ethics, of politics, and of knowl-
edge, the paradoxical binding of that which we must move beyond with
how we move beyond.

Derrida outlines his earliest linkage of violence with the structure of
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writing or difference in his discussion of Lévi-Strauss in a section in Of
Grammatology called ‘‘The Violence of Writing.’’ There, he argues that the
structure of violence is itself marked by the very structure of the trace or
writing: a three-pronged process in which concrete or vulgar, everyday writ-
ing, or violence, is the reduced and constrained derivative of a more pri-
mary and constitutive arche-writing or arche-violence that is the very
condition of both writing/violence and its opposite, speech/peace: ‘‘In the
beginning,’’ there is an arche-writing, a primordial or constitutive violence
that inscribes ‘‘the unique,’’ the originary, the thing itself in its absolute
self-proximity, into a system of differentiation, into the systems of ordering
or classification that constitute language (or representation more gener-
ally). This violence is the containment and ordering of the thing to give
up its thingness and to submit itself to the leveling of representation, a
mythical and impossible leveling that assumes a self-identity the thing itself
never possessed:

To think the unique within the system, to inscribe it there, such is the ges-
ture of the arche-writing: arche-violence, loss of the proper, of absolute
proximity, of self-presence, in truth the loss of what has never taken place,
of a self-presence which has never been given but only dreamed of and
always already split, repeated, incapable of appearing to itself except in its
own disappearance. (‘‘Violence of Writing,’’ 112)

Primordial inscription, the ontological equivocation of différance, is the
rendering of an originary self-presence as impossible: it is the ‘‘produc-
tion’’ of presence through the structure of the trace, the binding up of
the real in writing or marking. This arche-writing, the writing or violence,
inscription or trace brings about the system of terms, differences between
which oppositions, structures are made possible. It requires a second, ‘‘rep-
aratory’’ or compensatory violence, the violence whose function it is to
erase the traces of this primordial violence, a kind of counterviolence
whose violence consists in the denial of violence. This is a malignant
inscription that hides its inscriptive character, that dematerializes and
deidealizes itself, that refuses to face up to its own dependence on and
enmeshment in the more primordial structure. This is a violence that de-
scribes and designates itself as the moral counter of violence. This is the
violence that we sometimes name the law, right, or reason.

There is, moreover, a third-order violence, one that we can understand
in the more mundane and viscerally horrifying, and thus ordinary, sense
of the word:

It is on this tertiary level that of the empirical consciousness, that the com-
mon conception of violence (the system whose possibility remains yet of
the moral law and of transgression) unthought, should no doubt be
situated. . . .
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This last violence is all the more complex in its structure because it
refers at the same time to the two inferior levels of arche-violence and of
law. In effect, it reveals the first nomination which was already an expropria-
tion, but it denudes also that which since then functioned as the proper,
the so-called proper, substitute of the deferred proper, perceived by the social
and moral consciousness as the proper, the reassuring seal of self-identity, the
secret. (‘‘Violence of Writing,’’ 112)

This is a dense and difficult discussion worth careful investigation. Der-
rida is suggesting that empirical violence, or ‘‘war in the colloquial sense’’
(112) rests upon, indeed is made possible by, the logically prior two senses
of violence. The violence of nomination, of language or writing, is an ex-
propriation, covered over and concealed by the violence that names itself
as the space of nonviolence, the field of the law (which in its very constitu-
tion structures itself as lawful, and thus beyond or above violence, that
which judges violence). Empirical violence, war, participates in both these
modes of violence (violence as inscription, violence as the containment of
inscription, the containment of violence). Mundane or empirical violence
reveals by effraction the originary violence, whose energy and form it iter-
ates and repeats; yet it ‘‘denudes’’ the latent or submerged violence of the
law, whose transgression it affirms, while thus affirming the very force and
necessity of the law.

If Derrida refuses to locate the ‘‘mundane’’ violence of ‘‘evil, war, indis-
cretion, rape’’ (112) as originary, as the eruption of an unheralded vio-
lence upon an otherwise benign or peaceful scene (this is how he locates
Lévi-Strauss’s Rousseauism), he manages to show that everyday violence,
the violence we strive to condemn in its racist, sexist, classist, and individu-
alist terms, is itself the violent consequence of an entire order whose very
foundation is inscriptive, differential, and thus violent. It is thus no longer
clear how something like a moral condemnation of violence is possible—or
at least how it remains possible without considerable self-irony. The very
position from which a condemnation of (tertiary) violence is articulated is
itself only made possible because the violence of the morally condemnatory
position must remain unarticulated. Which is of course not to say that
moral condemnation is untenable or impossible, but rather that its own
protocols are implicated in the very thing it aims to condemn. Which
means that the very origins of values, ethics, morality, and law, ‘‘all things
noble in culture’’ (as Nietzsche says) lie in the trace, in the dissimulating
self-presence that never existed and whose tracks must be obliterated as
they are revealed. Force, violence, writing not only ‘‘originate’’ but also
disseminate and transform even that violence which cannot be called as
such:

The arche-writing is the origin of morality as of immorality. The nonethical
opening of ethics. A violent opening. As in the case of the vulgar concept
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of writing, the ethical instance of violence must be rigorously suspended in
order to repeat the genealogy of morals. (‘‘Violence of Writing,’’ 140)

2

Although his work has strayed very far from many of his initial concerns,
Derrida returns to a remarkably similar problematic in more recent works,
a number of which are clearly linked to the question of violence and its
founding role in the constitution of systems of ethics, morality, law, and
justice, in the operation of modes of gift and hospitality, in the structure
of relations to the other, notions of singularity, heterogeneity, the move-
ment of double affirmation, not to mention in his earlier preoccupations
with iteration, trace, and undecidability. He gives the name ‘‘violence’’ a
number of catachrestical formulations: force, discord, dislocation, anthro-
pophagy, among their more recent incarnations. These terms are not with-
out ambivalence for him insofar as they are both ‘‘uncomfortable’’ and
‘‘indispensable’’ (‘‘Force of Law,’’ 929), paradoxically necessary and im-
possible: they must be thought, but the terms by which they are thought
are complex and overdetermined, and they bind one to what one seeks to
overcome or remove.4

Derrida poses the question, one of the crucial political questions of our
age, ‘‘How are we to distinguish between this force of the law . . . and the
violence that one always deems unjust? What difference is there between,
on the one hand, the force that can be just or in any case deemed legiti-
mate, not only as an instrument in the service of law but the practice and
even the realization, the essence of droit, and on the other hand the vio-
lence that one always deems unjust? What is a just force or a non-violent
force?’’ (927). As his ostensible object of investigation, he takes Walter
Benjamin’s formative essay ‘‘The Critique of Violence’’ (1978). He asks,
following and problematizing Benjamin, where we can draw the dividing
line between legitimized or justified force and the forces that are either
prior to, excessive of, or not obedient to law, legitimation, right, or the
proper. Can there be a distinction between a constitutive and inscriptive
violence and a gratuitous, excessive violence, between a founding violence
and the violence of conservation, that is not warranted or justified? And
what provides the force of justification that legitimizes one form and not
another? Is it legitimated, if it functions as legitimating?

Derrida suggests, contrary to the characterization of deconstruction as
apolitical, as neutral, self-preoccupied, or merely formalist and representa-
tional in its orientation, that this question of violence and its relation to
the law inheres in, is, the very project of deconstruction. It is not a periph-
eral concern, something that deconstruction could choose to interrogate
or not, but is the heart of a deconstructive endeavor: the violence of writ-
ing, the violence of founding, of in-stating, of producing, of judging or
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knowing is a violence that both manifests and dissimulates itself. A space
of necessary equivocation. The spaces between this manifestation and dis-
simulation are the very spaces that make deconstruction both possible and
necessary and impossible and fraught, the spaces that deconstruction must
utilize, not to move outside the law or outside violence (to judge them
from outside—which is impossible), but to locate its own investments in
both law and violence.5 Justice, law, right are those systems, intimately
bound up with writing; the law is writing par excellence, and the history of
legal institutions is the history of the reading and rewriting of law, not just
because the law is written, and must be to have its force, but also because
law, and justice (we will conflate them for only a moment) serve to order,
to divide, to cut: ‘‘Justice, as law, is never exercised without a decision that
cuts, that divides’’ (963). This indeed is the very paradox of the law: that
while it orders and regulates, while it binds and harmonizes, it must do so
only through a cut, a hurt that is no longer, if ever, calculable as violence
or a cut. Deconstruction is not the denunciation of the violence of the law,
but rather a mode of engagement with, a participant in, this violence: for
it exerts its own modes of judgment, its own cuts on its deconstructive
objects, including the law, ethics, morality. And is in turn subject to other
deconstructive and iterative maneuvers. That which makes the law both a
part of and that which is inherently foreign to violence is what introduces
the structure of undecidability into the law and thus into deconstruction
itself:

The Undecidable remains caught, lodged, at least as a ghost—but an essen-
tial ghost—in every decision, in every event of decision. Its ghostliness de-
constructs from within any assurance of presence, any certitude or any
supposed criteriology that would assure us of the justice of a decision, in
truth of the very event of a decision. (‘‘Violence and Writing,’’ 965)

The undecidable is not a thing, a substance or self-presence that inhab-
its any situation of judgment, any decision or action; rather, it is the very
openness and uncertainty, the fragility and force of and in the act of judg-
ment itself: it is the very equivocation of judgment itself, the limit (as Dru-
cilla Cornell puts it) of the law’s legitimacy or intelligibility, that is the
object of deconstructive interrogation. Deconstruction exploits this unde-
cidability as its own milieu, the fertile internal ground on which it sows
disseminating germs and uncertainties. It is not simply critique (as Benja-
min conceives it), nor is it prophylactic: there is no ‘‘remedy’’ or cure (or
at least no cure that isn’t also pharmakon) for undecidability. My point is
that what is marked, or unmarked, through this equivocation is always the
field of violence within and through which the trace weaves its dissimulat-
ing web. Undecidability is the hinge that renders Benjamin’s clear-cut dis-
tinctions between a founding or constitutive and regulative or conserving
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justice, between mythic and divine justice, no longer tenable and on the
continual verge of exchanging places and identities with each other:

the very violence of the foundation or position of law . . . must envelop the
violence of conservation . . . and cannot break with it. It belongs to the
structure of fundamental violence that it calls for the repetition of itself and
founds what ought to be conserved, conservable, promised to heritage and
tradition to be shared. . . . Thus there can be no rigorous opposition be-
tween positioning and conservation, only what I will call (and Benjamin
does not name it) a différantialle contamination between the two, with all
the paradoxes that this may lead to. (‘‘Violence and Writing,’’ 997)

It is no longer clear (if it ever was) that one can distinguish between a
‘‘good’’ and a ‘‘bad’’ violence, a violence that is necessary and one that is
wanton, excessive, and capable of, in principle, elimination—one that is
justified by virtue of its constructive force while the other is condemned as
destructive, negative. Which is not at all to say that there is no difference
between different forms of violence or that we must abandon the right to
judge force and violence, whatever force and violence such judgments in-
volve; quite the contrary: it means that we must hone our intellectual re-
sources much more carefully, making many more distinctions, subtleties,
and nuances in our understanding than any binarized or dialectically struc-
tured model will allow. And refuse the knee-jerk reactions of straightfor-
ward or outright condemnation before we understand the structure and
history of that modality of violence, its modes of strategic functioning, its
vulnerabilities and values.

I do not believe that Derrida abandons the moral and ethical dilemmas
raised by very concrete and disturbing explosions of violence in the ‘‘real
world,’’ and indeed, much of his work is occasioned by or is an indirect
response to the question: what is an academic to do? His work sometimes
disturbs those concerned by these concrete issues of violence (e.g., LaCa-
pra articulates a common fear that in abandoning the right to provide a
pure judgment about violence, violence is simply equated with justice and
the right to judge, and deconstruction abandons all violences to their own
devices), especially because he does not attempt to provide solutions,
definite responses or unequivocal judgments. Is this the abandonment of
political judgments, or simply its complexification?

What is it that undecidability changes in our conceptions of law, poli-
tics, ethics, and epistemology? Why has this concept exercised such terrify-
ing implications for those concerned with moral and political values? It is
not the claim that political or conceptual events are ambiguous, and thus
difficult to judge, or that they are so complex as to render judgments sim-
plistic or irrelevant (although these may be true as well). Undecidability
is probably another name for iteration, for différance, for the openness of
destination of any articulation, any object or any event, the propulsion of
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any ‘‘thing’’ (whether avowedly self-present or not) to a future context or
scene where its current meaning, value, and status are reread, rewritten,
transmuted. Undecidability is precisely the endless iterability of any articu-
lation, the possibility of endless quotation, endless recontextualization
where the most crushing defeat is made into the most complex accomplish-
ment, and maybe returned again to defeat. Undecidability dictates that the
signification and effect of events or representations can never be self-
present insofar as they always remain open to what befalls them, always
places them elsewhere: in other words, it dictates that it is only futurity,
itself endlessly extended to infinity that gives any event its signification,
force, or effect. Which has terrifying consequences for those who would
like to correct situations or contexts here and now, and once and for all.
What the principle of undecidability implies is that the control over either
the reception or the effect of events is out of our hands, beyond a certain
agentic control. This is what an openness to futurity entails: that things are
never given in their finality, whatever those ‘‘things’’ might be. That what-
ever is made or found, whether it be nature or artifact, must be remade
and refound endlessly to have any value:

What threatens the rigor of the distinction between the two types of vio-
lence is at bottom the paradox of iterability. Iterability requires the origin
to repeat itself so as to have the value of origin, that is, to conserve itself.
Right away there are police and the police legislate, not content to enforce
a law that would have had no force before the police. The iterability in-
scribes conservation in the essential structure of foundation. This law or this
general necessity is not a modern phenomenon, it has an a priori worth. . . .
Rigorously speaking, iterability precludes the possibility of pure and general
founders, initiators, lawmakers. (‘‘Violence and Writing,’’ 1007–9)

Iterability, différance, undecidability mean that no founding violence
can be contained within the moment of foundation but must endlessly
repeat itself to have had any force in the first place; and that any moment
of conservation must rely on the repetition of this founding violence to
have any force or effect of its own, for it rides on the waves of force that
différance initiates. In other words, an origin never could infect an end un-
less it wasn’t simply or even an origin, and an end is always implicated in
the origin that it ends. Violence and force—indeed, law and right, this
means—function only in the yet-to-come, the à-venir. Which is the unfore-
seeable, the yet-to-come that diverges from the what is present. This is what
futurity is, and the way in which the implosive effects of the to-come gener-
ate both the possibility and the undoing of force. Derrida understands the
avenir as the domain of the new and of surprise, the very condition of
iteration and context:

Paradoxically, it is because of this overflowing of the performative, because
of this always excessive haste of interpretation getting ahead of itself, be-
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cause of this structural urgency and precipitation of justice that the latter
has no horizon of expectation (regulative or messianic). But for this very
reason, it may have an avenir, a ‘‘to-come,’’ which I rigorously distinguish
from the future that can always reproduce the present. Justice remains, is
yet, to come, à venir, it has an, it is à venir, the very dimension of events
irreducibly to come. It will always have it, this à venir, and always has. (‘‘Vio-
lence and Writing,’’ 969)

There is, in short, no way to decide in advance, through principle or by
dint of position, authority, or knowledge, the standard by which to judge
violence. As Cornell argues, ‘‘there can be no projected standards by which
to judge in advance the acceptability of violent acts’’ (167). This indeed is
the very heart of the deconstructive endeavor: that the status and value
of violence—given especially the role of violence in the foundation and
maintenance of status and value—is only ever open to a future, and a very
particular position within futurity, to decide, which itself is endlessly open
to its own modes of futurity, its own disseminating flight to either oblivion
(insofar as its force is spent) or its own endless production (insofar as its
force remains virulent and mobilized).

3

What is the counter to violence? What is the other of violence? If it can no
longer be seen that the law is the barrier that divides violence from civiliza-
tion, partitioning the violent, the excessive as either before or outside the
law, and thus subject to its judgment, and positing the law as the space of
a regulated violence that refuses to see itself as such or call itself by that
name, then is there any cultural or natural space outside its ambit or other
than its economy of forces? While it is not clear that there is a space before
or free of this economy of the cut, the tearing separations of the structures
of nomination, Derrida, following Levinas,6 seems to suggest an alternative
economy, which exceeds the very notion of economy. It too, like violence,
inscription, or writing, goes by many names in Derrida’s writings. Among
the more resonant of these is the Other, which he also describes, through
readings of Mauss and Benveniste, in terms of the gift, hospitality, dona-
tion, generosity, or ethics (these themes are developed in ‘‘Plato’s Phar-
macy,’’ Glas, The Post-Card, Psyché, and Given Time).

The gift is both a part of and in some sense always beyond the economy
of exchange. It is an impossible (yet imperative) relation in which what is
given cannot be what it is: the gift can only function in not being a gift. For
the moment an economy of reciprocity or exchange is set up (one gift for
another), the gift ceased to be a gift and becomes an object in a system of
barter or exchange. To function as gift, it must be given without return,
without obligation, without expectation, given ‘‘freely’’; and moreover, it
must be taken without debt, without the need to return or repay, a pure
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excess, without accumulation. The gift thus cannot be anything that pre-
sents itself as gift, anything that is sent or received with a debt or a structure
of return. The gift cannot be received as such, for if it is it is marked by
debt: but nor can the gift be refused. For the gift is both superfluity and
poison.7 It must be given, but not in excess (for to give in excess is to
reinstate the structure of reciprocity), nor in the hope of return or obliga-
tion. The gift in this sense is outside the law, beyond calculation. But not
outside of them altogether. For the gift must not only be given and received
while its objectness is annulled, it must also be given responsibly, according
to a logic of temporization, of timeliness.8

The gift, as Derrida says, gives time. It does not give itself, an object,
the given, to be possessed or consumed: it gives temporality, delay, a calcu-
lation of timeliness. This is the very time needed for the time of judgment:
the gift gives a possible future, a temporality in excess of the present and
never contained within its horizon, the temporality of endless iteration:

The gift is not a gift, the gift only gives to the extent it gives time. The differ-
ence between a gift and every other operation of pure and simple exchange
is that the gift gives time. Where there is gift, there is time. What it gives, the
gift, is time, but this gift of time is also a domain of time. The thing must
not be restituted immediately and right away. There must be time, it must last,
there must be waiting—without forgetting. It demands time, the thing, but
it demands a delimited time, neither an instant nor an infinite time, but
time determined by a term, in other words, a rhythm, a rhythm that does
not befall a homogeneous time but that structures it originarily. (Given
Time, 41)

The gift gives time, not because it is placed in a structure of preexisting
temporization, the rhythms and cadences of economic exchange; rather, it
is the object, the given that carries with it a force, an impetus of donation,
pure expenditure:

the requirement of circulatory différance is inscribed in the thing itself that is
given or exchanged. Before it is a contract, an intentional gesture of indi-
vidual or collective subjects, the movement of gift/countergift is a force (a
‘‘virtue of the thing given,’’ says Mauss), a property immanent of the thing
or in any way apprehended as such by the donors and donees. Moved by a
mysterious force, the thing itself demands gift and restitution, it requires
therefore ‘‘time,’’ ‘‘term,’’ ‘‘delay,’’ ‘‘interval’’ of temporisation, the becom-
ing-temporalization of temporalization, the animation of a neutral and ho-
mogeneous time by the desire of the gift and the restitution. Différance
which (is) nothing, is (in) the thing itself. It is (given) in the thing itself. It
is (given) in the thing itself. It (is) the thing itself. It, différance, the thing
(itself). It, without, anything other. Itself, nothing. (Given Time, 40)

The thing, like the other, is pure exteriority, with its own order, priority,
time, and rhythm. Our encounters with it are in part their force or impetus
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upon us, and in part the force of our inscriptions of them. The problem is
that it is undecidable which is which, where one crosses the other and feeds
off from it. The thing, whether it is the gift of language, the gift of law, or
an object, is given as such: the gift to be received must be accepted in its
singularity and specificity before it is codified, submitted to economic value
and integrated in the circuits of exchange. It gives itself up to be in some
sense returned as itself. Is it then that justice, a justice beyond the legalism
and formalism of the law, moves beyond the field of violence to the struc-
ture, the noneconomy, the pure excess of the gift? Does the idea or ideal
of justice, a justice not given in full presence from God or derived from
the Law, provide an other ‘‘logic,’’ ‘‘order,’’ or ‘‘system’’ outside that of
calculation, economy, derivation? Is this another way of asking: is there,
beyond violence, a way to love, to give without fear of expending and to
take without fear of vulnerability? The deconstruction of all presumption
of a determinant certitude of a present justice itself operates on the basis
of an ‘‘infinite justice,’’ infinite because it is irreducible, irreducible be-
cause it is owed to the other, before any contract, because it has come, the
other’s coming as the singularity that is always other. This ‘‘idea of justice’’
seems to me to be irreducible in its affirmative character, in its domain of
gift without exchange, without circulation, without recognition or grati-
tude, without economic circularity, without calculation and without rules,
without reason and without rationality. And so we can recognize in it, in-
deed accuse, identify a madness. ‘‘And deconstruction is mad about this
kind of justice. Mad about this desire for justice. This kind of justice that
isn’t law, is the very movement of deconstruction at work in law and the
history of law, in political history and history itself, before it even presents
itself as the discourse that the academy or modern culture labels ‘decon-
structionism’’’ (‘‘Force of Law,’’ 965).

The gift is not outside the economy and expenditure that is regulated
law, but rather it operates entwined with and sometimes indistinguishable
from it. In this sense, law can only be given and received as gift. But beyond
law, where there is ‘‘ideal justice,’’ the structure of the gift can function in a
different way, not other than or in a different sphere from violence. Rather,
violence, force, disseminates itself into the futurity of the gift, of given time,
as its mode of excessive production. It is time itself, only the future, the
time to come, avenir, that the gift gives, that makes judgment possible (if
always provisional), and that converts force into production. The what-is-
to-come disseminates with its own force what the gift is. This is a double
gift, a double affirmation.

n o t e s

1. This is the position adopted by Benhabib, Fraser, and Nicholson, among
many feminist theorists, or the followers of the Frankfurt school, or post-Althus-
serian marxists. See Fraser for a clear example.
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2. McCarthy in effect accuses Derrida because Derrida’s questions are not Mc-
Carthy’s, or the critical tradition he represents. Yet this is already the refusal to
engage with Derridean questions, a mode of refusal of the possibility of a Derridean
politics: ‘‘Although he explicitly eschews any idea of a radical break, the politics
of friendship gestures toward a transformation so radical that we can say nothing
(positive) about what lies beyond it. I have found nothing in Derrida’s writings to
persuade me that his quasi-apocalyptic, near-prophetic mode of discourse about
politics should displace the more prosaic modes available or constructible in our
tradition’’ (162).

3. On this question, see Bennington and Derrida.
4. As Derrida makes clear, ‘‘For me, it is always a question of differential force,

of difference as difference of force, of forces as différance (différance is a force différée-
différante), of the relation between force and form, force and signification, perform-
ative force, illocutionary or perlocutionary force, of persuasive or rhetorical force,
of affirmation by signature, but also and especially of all the paradoxical situations
in which the greatest force and the greatest weakness strangely enough exchange
places. And that is the whole history’’ (‘‘Force of Law,’’ 929).

5. Derrida locates violence, law, transgression as the field of deconstructive
play: ‘‘Deconstruction is justice. It is perhaps because law (which I will consistently
try to distinguish from justice) is constructible, in a sense that goes beyond the
opposition between convention and nature, it is perhaps insofar as it goes beyond
this opposition that it is constructible and so deconstructible’’ (‘‘Force of Law,’’
929). Derrida, though, is even stronger in his claim: law, force, and violence are the
‘‘proper place’’ of deconstruction, if this phrase has any meaning: ‘‘it was normal,
foreseeable, desirable that studies of deconstructive style should culminate in the
problematic of law (droit), of law and justice. (I have elsewhere tried to show that
the essence of law is not prohibitive but affirmative.) It is even the most proper
place for them, if such a thing exists’’ (929).

6. As already outlined in ‘‘Violence and Metaphysics,’’ Derrida wants to suggest
that the encounter with the other is somehow outside an economy of the logos—or
at the least that Levinas’s understanding of the ethical relation sets up a ‘‘logic’’ or
‘‘structure’’ other than the Greek conception of the relation between self and
other: ‘‘What, then, is the encounter with the absolutely-other? Neither representa-
tion nor limitation, nor conceptual relation to the same. The ego and the other do
not permit themselves to be dominated or made into totalities by the concept of
relationship . . . there is no was to conceptualize the encounter; it is made possible
by the other, the unforeseeable and ’resistant to all categories.’ Concepts suppose
an anticipation, a horizon within which alterity is amortized as soon as it is annulled
precisely because it has let itself be foreseen. The infinitely-other cannot be bound
by a concept, cannot be thought on the basis of a horizon; for a horizon is always a
horizon of the same’’ (‘‘Violence and Metaphysics,’’ 95).

7. Cf. Derrida’s footnote in ‘‘Plato’s Pharmacy’’: ‘‘We are asked why we do not
examine the etymology of gift, translation of the Latin dosis, itself a transcription of
the Greek dosis, dose, dose of poison’’ (131).

8. Derrida writes in Given Time:

One must—il faut—opt for the gift, for generosity, for noble expenditure,
for a practice and a morality of the gift (‘‘il faut donner,’’ one must give).
One cannot be content to speak of the gift and to describe the gift without
giving and without saying one must give, without giving by saying one must
give . . . to do more than call upon one to give in the proper sense of the
word, but to give beyond the call, beyond the mere word.
But—because with the gift there is always a ‘‘but’’—the contrary is also nec-
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essary: It is necessary [il faut] to limit the excess of the gift and also generos-
ity, to limit them by economy, profitability, work, exchange. And first of all
by reason or by the principle of reason: it is also necessary to render any
account, it is also necessary to give consciously and conscientiously. It is
necessary to answer for [répondre] the gift, the given, and the call to giving. It
is necessary to answer to it and answer for it. One must be responsible for what
one gives and what one receives. (63)
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