Différance and Paranoia
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Abstract

This exploratory essay aims to open différance to a form of enquiry it has
not seen coming. A consideration of the complex temporality that attends
its historical emergence leads to a specifically différantial articulation of
spatio-temporality. A residual element of spacing before/behind
spatiotemporality provokes further consideration. The notion of verbality is
introduced to provide analytical purchase. Analysis identifies a fundamental
mannerism in différance; a participative and orchestrative spacance.
Différance participates too determinately in this spacing, as this spacing. The
paper thus urges différance to rewrite this element quasimetaphorically. In
the ensuing drama, différance can rewrite the metaphor of spacing only by
relying again on the spacing of metaphor. Unable to rewrite itself quickly
enough, nonetheless compelled, an unexpected dimension opens.

(In)deference.

If one can forgive the conceit of a paper that presumes to begin with time,'
specifically with what time is or was before or after Derrida, then I will take
as an initial coordinate that poinz in time, somewhere between late
Heidegger and early Derrida, where the notion of différance first emerges.
Of course this point, this time, these proper names, arriving late and
clumsy, we use only as crude approximations; heuristic devices that allow us
to continue to write amidst the painful complexity of it all. We are now
mostly well-versed in all of this, rhetoric or otherwise. Largely adept, if
never entirely rigorous, in interpreting the flood of points, names, notions,
words, as mere secondary effects. Effects, that is to say, of that which
emerges from them in supplementary fashion. Just as différance emerged, so
late in Western thought; the reclusive writer stepping reticently from the
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wings. All that remains for us, the doubly late children of a lesser age, is to
simply deal with this emergence. To get on with it or over it, trying
somehow to live up to these texts that have provoked us.

But what writing! What could possibly pass for a fitting response in the face
of this call? How can one hope to meet with the summons issued, albeit
inadvertently, by the very stature of the work that precedes us? If intentions
any longer mattered ours would have been entirely good. Systemically
unsure of ourselves, unconvinced by the various emergent directions
suggested for ‘post-continental’ thought, one should not confuse hesitancy
for nonchalance. We have barely begun to understand what just happened,
but already we are being asked to move along; barely have we begun to read
these texts and already it is suggested that the time has come to write about
other matters — as though we still knew how. All our words come too
quickly; being spent so easily. Breaking tiredly against the flanks of an
aposiopesis that implacably demands more, we are persuaded we should
never have begun, and thereby fated to continue. One can go no further
and do no other than press-on. There is no effort that will not entangle us
more, no penance that will expiate nor respite to be won in quietism and
restraint, and even in saying this little we have said too much, though none
of it new. Such is our luck: a hollow calling; an impotent and unremarkable
responsibility. Still one persists. As though this logorrhoealism were itself
meaningful, as though notwithstanding everything we have been taught, yet
meaning will out; and that this meaning and this ‘as though’ are not also
only meaning. It is already too late again; too late for our stcumbling prose to
recover itself. And so under the impassive weight of this heavy sky we
struggle to write without affect or polemic, fearing that few words are left to
us.

A Beginning

Of course différance did not really emerge, not as such. It was already there,
more or less, in Plato and only ever there more or less in Derrida, as his
series of prolific iterations are intended to demonstrate. One might even go
so far as to suggest that Derrida’s unwavering pursuit (so determinedly
playful) across all manner of intellectual and cultural terrain, served only to
betray différance. Argue, if only for strategic reasons, that Plato, harboring
différance unthought in his work, was a better Derrida than Derrida.
Betraying différance by portraying différance (to employ for a moment the
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Levinasian motif), was Derrida’s work perhaps less responsible, less true to
différance than Plato’s? But maybe in this strange philosophical environ
that’s more or less proper, or is that improper? And so on...

None of this will surprise you. Comfortable with the economic logic® of the
‘more-or-less’ that rigorously orchestrates this pas de deux, we now urbanely
traverse the hyphenic between arising amidst Heidegger-Derrida—
somewhere between Seyn with a ‘y’ and différance with an “a’. This logic
would give us to understand the nonappearance of différance in Plato as
being orchestrated by the trace of its appearance in Derrida. Plato, that is to
say, was only able to write by not writing. On the other hand (for as we well
know différance is always at a minimum ambidextrous) its appearance in
Derrida is only the trace of its nonappearance elsewhere, which is perhaps
why early Derrida could only have proceeded by systematically rewriting the
works of Western philosophy. Truthfully, then, neither Plato nor Derrida
are the better Derrida because there is no Derrida, only Plato-Derrida.
How, then, are we to interpret this hyphen between Plato and Derrida,
which like that troublesome ‘a’ will not have been heard throughout the
course of this epoch? Obviously it cannot be the hyphen of a simple
temporal transition, from Plato to Derrida; philosophical poles along the
course of a linear history of ideas. And yet différance still emerges, at a
certain point in time, from a certain place, relative to Plato — a time/place
called Derrida. We cannot represent this emergence teleologically or
consequentially; différance cannot be called to account by time, but rather
accounts for time (as we will shortly reemphasize). This hyphenic between,
then, is not governed by temporal progression. Whatever divides and unites
Plato and Derrida in our example, whatever spaces them, it is not first and
foremost time. These effects of time, just like those of the name, ought not
to mislead us. The form of the between instituted by the trace “would not
be the mixture, the transition between form and the amorphous, presence
and absence, [Plato and Derrida] etc, but that which, by eluding this
opposition, makes it possible in the irreducibility of its excess.” (Derrida,
1982:172 nl16. My addition). More precisely, then, there is nothing
plenitudinous that unites the more-or-less of the appearance-nonappearance
of différance, but an excess that orchestrates this economy, and which is
once again and ‘more originally’ différance. Or, more properly, différance in

différance.

This hyphenic space, devoid of time, God, Being or desire, lacking
purchase, form or foothold, will not yield to philosophy. A meta-



52 Janus Head

aposiopesis; a silencing evocation that leaves us lost for words though
mouths still moving; a ‘Just because!” that blankly curtails our every Why?
Having so brilliantly, so busily, and yet so self-effacingly orchestrated all
things (now and then and here and there and all points in between)
différance has certainly secured for us space to read and write. Is there,
though, no longer a question one could put 2 différance that is not already
formulated from within its own sphere of orchestration — a question that
would unsettle rather than reiterate? For whatever we say we seem to say
only différance, whether indeed we speak or not. With every word, no more
nor less, with every offbeat, gap or pause, there différance resonates. Could
one presume to bring this obdurate aposiopesis to the brink of a question it
has not already imagined?

As a preliminary gesture, intended to help articulate the course and
character of a certain philosophical ‘project,” I have grown accustomed to
juxtaposing two passages: the first of these from Heidegger’s Basic Problems
of Phenomenology, where he in turn quotes Aristotle:

That which has been sought for from of old and now and

in the future and constantly, and that on which inquiry

founders over and over again, is the problem What is

being? (Aristotle-Heidegger, 1982:15)

The second from Of Grammatology:
One must therefore go by way of the question of being as
it is directed by Heidegger and by him alone, at and
beyond onto-theology, in order to reach the rigorous
thought of that strange nondifference and in order to
determine it correctly. (Derrida, 1976:23)

By way of the question of being. Différance emerges in this way, as this way
and as the wayness of this way (meta-odos). As way and wayness, the
emergence of différance, I suggest, marks the end of a distinctive questioning
comportment, the particularity of which has yet to be foregrounded. Given
what has been already said around the subject of time, it is important to
clarify the status of this ‘emergence’ more precisely. For the question of
being to which Aristotle-Heidegger refers—an inquiry that points toward
the constitution of time even in the context of this simple repeated
quotation (fug-unfisg)—is less a question configured in time than it is, de
jure, configuring of time. With its bistorical emergence, that is to say,
différance repatterns time, realising time in a distribution of time that
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inaugurates the motif of the re-. Clearly, though, one cannot understand
this repatterning as part of an unproblematic ‘history of ideas,” without
simply assuming those very ‘metaphysical” formations Heidegger-Derrida
calls into question. Thus, the historical repatterning that zakes place
somewhere in the midst of 20% Century continental philosophy, is also a
repatterning of history that gives place; a transcendental re- realized via the
supplement of an empirical 7e- which continually thwarts the ambitions of
this, now quasi, transcendental. Accordingly, one cannot simply imagine
that différance emerges in time; just in time for Heidegger-Derrida. Earliest
of all, différance was never timely but remains ever late for itself. On the
other hand, while no mere historical object, différance undoubtedly emerges
in some measure as a response to the demands of this particular question, an
answer (of sorts). One must of course be careful not to collapse back into
crude, linear explanations here, temporal or otherwise, but equally neither
can différance disown the traces that constitute its heritage. A more
responsible prose would therefore attempt to respect the logic in play with
this question-answer we call différance: neither strictly configured in time,
nor configuring of time, neither passive nor active but middling in between,
one might best regard the question of essence-difference as a question
configured over time. Read this way and that, the ambivalence of this
formulation gives to us a question-answer born in time, borne by time, born
out of time and before time — configured and configuring, more-or-less.
With formulations of this type contemporary thought is able to bear witness
to the characteristic complexity of essence-difference across its various fields

différance

différance



