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Deconstruction

The most influential of all Postmodernist/Poststructuralist theories is Deconstruction propounded by
the French philosopher (of Algerian roots), Jacques Derrida. By the 1970s the basic principles of structuralism
were being questioned by Poststructuralists and Deconstruction emerged as a serious challenge to other
systems of thought.

Deconstruction is a theory that assumes that language refers only to itself rather than to an external
reality outside the text. There is nothing outside the text. It emphasizes 'undecidability' and ‘play’ and attention
to the problems involved in arriving at an idea of what is real through its representation. All experiences are
expressed/represented only through the text or language.

A certain view of the world, of consciousness and of language has been accepted as the correct one,
but if the minute particulars of that view are examined a different picture emerges. For example, Derrida
examines Rousseau's Confessions. Derrida points out that Rousseau practises the art of concealment through
writing to express the opposite of what he feels. According to Rousseau writing acts as the supplement for
speech. We often say or use the expression, 'Derrida says' even when things are being expressed in writing.

Derrida minutely examines Saussure's ideas on language and points out what he says:

Language and writing are two distinct systems of signs; the second exists for the sole
purpose of representing the first. The spoken word is so intimately connected to the written
image that the latter manages to usurp the main role. People attach more importance to the
signitself. (Course in General Linguistics)

Derrida argues that Saussure, like Aristotle, Plato and Rousseau takes speech as privileged because of its self
presence; privileging speech over writing is called Phonocentricism. Derrida does not deny that the use of speech
comes before the use of writing, but, he argues that the originall true form s not necessarily the purest form.

Derrida uses writing in both the narrow sense as well as in the broader sense to indicate all systems
that show or trace thinking; interior speech precedes exterior speech. In Derridean deconstruction, writing in the
sense of 'traces’ already always exists before perception and its presence is understood as speech. Trace is
writing in general and it serves as the foundation of speech.

Derrida proceeds to deconstruct another important Saussurean statement that says:

In language there are only differences without positive terms. Saussurean differences
~w.__t operate at two levels - signifiers (formal expression) as well as signifieds(concepts). Both
e - signifiers and signifieds are purely differential.

Derrida doesn't oppose the term 'signified' but keeps it under critical examination. Derrida argues that
'difference’ will mean presence, both entities are present. But not everything is present in the language system.
The present is elusive. Any attempt to define the meaning of a word illustrates the point for it inevitably ends up
in a circulatory of signifiers, with the signifiers sliding over the signified. For example in the Concise Oxford
Dictionary the meaning of the word, 'meaning’ is given as 'what is meant’; significance,’ meant' in turn refers us
to 'mean’, ‘mean’ leads to 'signify, 'signify' leads to 'significance®, 'significance’ refers us to significant' which
is defined as having a meaning. The meaning of 'meaning’ does not become present to us, it simply slips beneatha
circulatory of signifiers. Moreover these signifiers are open to multiple meaning areas; 'mean’ also refers us to
'inferior, poor' etc. Thus elements or entities are never fully present because language is a state of dissemination
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(unfulfilled meaning). So he coins the term ‘differance’ to express not only difference but also the endless
deferment. According to Derrida:
Language is structured as an endless deferral of meaning and any search for the essential,
absolute stable meaning must therefore be considered metaphysical; there is no fixed
element, no transcendental signified that is meaningful in itself and escapes the ceaseless
interplay of linguistic deferral and difference. The free play of signifiers will never yield a
final, unified meaning that in turn might ground and explain others.
If there is no signified, we are left with the impressions or traces of the object that is absent. No sign is complete
in itself and it depends on another sign and that sign in turn depends on others.' Trace', 'Differance’,
"Supplement’ are the important features of writing before speech and conventional writing. Any system that
includes these three features is ‘writing' in the Derridean sense. The idea of play is very crucial in the
deconstructive lexicon. We can play with language. Rather than a set of enclosed and rigidly defined concepts
deconstruction sets itself up as a liberating, playful activity in tracking down of the text's secrets.

According to Derrida, if a sign is a sign of another sign, a text must be a text of another text. The same
notions of trace, difference and supplement are applicable to texts also. A 'text' is henceforth no longer a finished
corpus of writing, some content enclosed in a book referring endlessly to something other than itself. This
interweaving is the text produced only in the transformation of another text.

Roland Barthes, another French Structuralist turned deconstructionist, following Derrida, makes a
useful distinction between 'work’ and 'text':

The work is concrete, occupying a portion of book-space(e.g. in library); the text, on the other
hand, is a methodological field ... The wark can be seen in book stores, course lists, while the
text reveals itself, articulates itself according to or against certain rules. While the work is
held in the hand, the text is held in language; it exists only as a discourse ... the text is
experienced only in an activity, a production. The text practises the infinite deferral of the

signified ... it cannot be apprehended as part of a hierarchy or even a single classification of
genres ... the text is dilatory ... the text s plural

Derrida’s deconstruction urges us to think beyond what is given as absolute knowledge into the area of
unheard/unthought thoughts. To deconstruct is to do and undo ceaselessly, to decentre it without destroying it.
Todeconstruct is to examine minutely in order to dismantle conventional hierarchies in the given systemto arrive

at an exactly opposite position. a@},_) R :: e



Q. 129. Discuss Eliot’s concept ‘Dissociation

/ éf Sensibility’.

Y Ans. The phrase ‘dissociation of sensibility’
occurs in Eliot’s essay on The Metaphysical Poets.
He uses this phrase to describe the characteristic fault
of the later seventeenth century poetry. The opposite
of this phrase which Eliot has used is ‘unification of
sensibility’. According to T.S. Eliot ‘unification of
sensibility’ produces good poetry, and the cause of
bad poetry is ‘dissociation of sensibility.” By the phrase
‘unification of sensibility’ Eliot means “direct
sensuous apprehension of thought, a recreation of
thought into feeling “

A poem is the ‘emotional equivalent of thought.’
Thus the fusion of thought and emotion is essential
to poetic creation. When this happens, the result is
good poetry. The poet should have a unified
sensibility and should be able to transform his
thoughts into feelings. This fusion of intellect and
emotions is to be found in the Metaphysical poets
and also in the later Elizabethan and early Jocobean
dramatists and poets : their mode of feeling was directly
and freshly altered by their reading and thought. But
due to many reasons a dissociation of sensibility set
in ever since the seventeenth century. Eliot deplores
this fact and says : “Tennyson and Browning are
poets, and they think; but they do not feel their
thought as immediately as the odour of a rose. A
thought to Donne was an experience; it moditied his

sensibility.
A



\,OZ 121. Discuss Eliot’s Theory of Impersonality
of Poetry G /7\«) |

Ans. In 1928 Eliot declared himself to be “a
Classicist in literature, a royalist in politics, and an
Anglo-Catholic in religion.”

1. Eliot’s Classicism : Eliot’s classicism arose,
In part at least, out of his reaction to the Romantic
theory which regarded poetry as the expression of
the personality. of the poet.

I. The romantics believed that the poet should
follow his “inner voice” in writing poetry. But
inspiration is fitful and unreliable, it is only a
matter of chance and accident.

2. Again, unrestrained and unlimited freedom is
likely to generate into chaos and confusion.
Eliot was a classicist and strong supporter of

tradition and therefore he condemned the Romantic
school and praised highly the classical school.



2. Eliot’s Views On The Impersonality of
Poetry : Eliot has expressed his views on the
impersonality of poetry and the poetic process in his
essay Tradition and the Individual Talent (1919).

He says that poetry is not the expression of the
personality of the poet. He propounds a theory of
poetry which views poetic process not as an
externalization of personal feelings, but as a complete
surrender of personality.

3. Poetry An Organisation : To him the whole
of European literature is a continuity where each work
of the present modifies the past works and is in turn
modified by them. Poetry, is not inspiration, it is
organisation. A great number of varied feelings,
emotions and experieces are stored up in the mind of
the poet who amalgamates them and forms a new
wholes out of them. The poetic process, is that of
arganisation, of fusing different experiences and
feelings into new wholes. Perfect poetry can be
produced only when there is “unification of
sensibility.”

4. Elucidation of Eliot’s Impersonal theory sf
Poetry : Eliot elucidates his impersonal theory by
examining the following :

(i) First, the relation of the poet to the past, and
(ii) Secondly, the relation of the poem to its author.

The past is never dead, it lives in the present.
Every poets’ significance, his appreciation, is the
appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and
artists. We cannot value him alone; We must set him,
for contrast and comparison, among the dead.

Eliot insists on the importance of the relation of
the poem to other poems by other authors, and
suggests the conception of poetry as a living le
of all the poetry that has ever been written. <



