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1. What Is Deconstruction?
Deconstruction was developed by the French critic Jacques Derrida (1930-2004) in the late 1960s and became a major influence on literary studies during the late 1970s. Deconstruction takes apart the logic of language and insists that all texts include unconscious traces of other positions exactly opposite to that which it sets out to uphold. Deconstruction perceives that language is irreducibly complex, unstable, or impossible to determine. It attacks the assumption that a text has a single, stable meaning. Derrida suggests that all interpretation of a text simply constitutes further texts, which means there is no “outside the text” at all. Therefore, it is impossible for a text to have stable meaning. The practice of deconstruction involves identifying the contradictions within a text’s claim to have a single, stable meaning, and showing that a text can be taken to mean a variety of things that differ significantly from what it purports to mean. According to Derrida, “language is not the reliable tool of communication we believe it to be, but rather a fluid, ambiguous domain of complex experiences ....” Apart from Derrida, other proponents of deconstructive criticism include John Miller and Paul de Man.
2. Some Basic Assumptions of Deconstruction

a) Metaphysics of Presence
Western metaphysics, according to Derrida, is predicated on hierarchically organized polar opposites (or dichotomies), e.g. speech/writing, good/evil, light/darkness, man/woman, reason/passion, inside/outside, presence/absence. The second term of the binary pair is in fact devalued as ‘the negative, corrupt, undesirable version of the first, a fall away from it.’ For instance, in the ‘good vs. evil’ dichotomy, the traditional Christian interpretation of ‘evil’ is ‘the absence of good’; ‘absence’ is generally regarded as ‘the lack of presence’. Deconstruction is an attempt to criticize Western philosophy of metaphysics which tends to privilege one thing over another in a binary either/or paradigm. For example, speech tends to be privileged over writing; philosophy over literature, men over women, and so on. Deconstruction is helpfully explained using the example of a zombie. Zombies are neither dead nor alive - their status is undecidable.
b) Logocentrism
Logos literally means a focus on the word, the original and originating word of God, a kind of metaphysical identity of "word" and "meaning". According to Derrida, “logocentrism” is the attitude that logos is the central principle of language and philosophy. Logocentrism is the view that speech, and not writing, is central to language. Thus, “Of Grammatology” (a term which Derrida uses to refer to the science of writing) can liberate our ideas of writing from being subordinated to our ideas of speech. Of Grammatology is a method of investigating the origin of language which enables our concepts of writing to become as comprehensive as our concepts of speech. Also, "logocentrism" is understood more generally as the belief that meaning inheres in the world independently of any human attempt to represent it in words. On the contrary, according to deconstruction, textuality is all-pervasive so that, as Derrida writes in Of Grammatology (1967) "there is nothing outside of the text."
c) Language: Speech vs. Writing

This metaphysics of presence, according to Derrida, conceives meaning only on the basis of presence. For this tradition, a foundation exists beneath every meaning, which constitutes an immediate presence. For the metaphysics of presence, speech is an articulation which remains nearer to this present-in-itself origin of meaning than that of writing. The voice appears to ensure the proximity of the speaking subject to itself, the immediate and full presence of consciousness to itself. Whatever in speech is sound, voice or breath, when it takes the form of written presentation, when it is transported onto the written page, into the space of the inscription of words; it is transmuted into dead letters, ink, and silence. Writing, by definition, cannot offer the guarantees of an absolute presence, since it is separated from the writer, and therefore it is fatally connected with the necessity for interpretation. According to Jacques Derrida, the history of metaphysics is closely linked to the systematic “repression and suppression of writing.”

d) Différance


In an attempt to subvert the conventional priority of speech over writing, Derrida coins the term “différance”, which embodies an ambivalence in the French word différer which can mean both “to differ” and “to defer” in time. Différance is the observation that the meanings of words come from their synchrony with other words within the language and their diachrony between contemporary and historical definitions of a word. Understanding language, according to Derrida, requires an understanding of both viewpoints of linguistic analysis. For example, the word "house" derives its meaning as a function of how it differs from "shed", "mansion", "hotel", "building", etc. and how the word "house" may be tied to a certain image of a traditional house. Thus, complete meaning is always "differential" and postponed in language; there is never a moment when meaning is complete and total. A simple example would consist of looking up a given word in a dictionary, then proceeding to look up the words found in that word's definition, etc., also comparing with older dictionaries. Such a process would never end.
Example:

When reading the word "water", we might think of water drops, a lake, the chemical symbol H2O, and so on. We don't necessarily think of a set image of water, a universal mental representation of it. And then, each concept (signifier) to which "water" might refer can trigger another signifier. This infinite chain from signifier to signifier results in a never-ending game and opens the text, displaces it, sets it in motion.
4. Applying Deconstruction on Literary Text

While applying deconstruction on literary text the following points must be kept in mind:
· Language is much more slippery and ambiguous than we realize it is.

· Meaning is not stable, it keeps on changing, for one signifier there could be many signifieds.
· What contradictions of language, image, or event do you notice?
· What is the primary binary opposition in the text?
· What associated binary oppositions do you find?
· Which terms in the oppositions are privileged?
· What new possibilities of understanding emerge when you reverse the binary oppositions?
· How does the reversal of oppositions tear down the intended statement of meaning?
· How would a focus on different binary oppositions lead to a different interpretation?
· Show the ways in which these interpretations conflict with one another.

Conclusion

Deconstruction differs from New Criticism because it does not attempt a resolution of paradoxes and ambiguities through any appeal to organic unity in the literary text. Deconstruction questions the notion of the self-enclosed literary work and the idea that any work has a fixed identifiable meaning. Deconstruction makes truth or knowledge impossible because everything can be deconstructed. Therefore, truth and knowledge are only relative and often subjective. A literary text will have a different meaning to each individual reader; it will have no absolute or fixed meaning.[image: image1.png]
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