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For Walt Lowe, who first put me on to the Derrida business;

if I went on to get it all wrong, that’s on me.
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Part I

Introductions, Devices, Contexts


Chapter 1

Derrida, Kierkegaard, and What Remains To Be Said

Interpreters of Derrida and practitioners of deconstruction in the fields of philosophy of religion and postmodern theology have been reading Kierkegaard—and Derrida’s reading of Kierkegaard—for many years now. Given that this is the case, the question of whether there is really more to be said on the relation between the two is not an idle one. More to the point, is whatever remains to be said really something that needs to be said and heard as we enter the third decade of the twenty-first century? Isn’t it long past time that we go further? Indeed, have we not already gone further, gone on to more current, more relevant, more interesting and more urgent voices, ideas, theories, and discourses? (Those familiar with Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling will recognize the theme of “going further.”)

These are necessary questions. And the answers may seem blatantly obvious to many: no, there is nothing more of relevance or urgency to be said, and yes, we have long since gone further. For myself, however, as a certain kind of Christian theologian partial to a certain kind of theological reading of Kierkegaard who is also plagued with an intractable interest in deconstruction, I do think there is something more to be said about the relationship of Derrida and deconstruction to Kierkegaard’s work and of the latter to the former. I will even venture to confess that I believe it is something worth saying and hearing, at least (continuing to borrow from Kierkegaard) for a particular reader. What I believe remains to be said about Derrida, deconstruction, and Kierkegaard will be of interest and perhaps even be important to (a) those who remain convinced that deconstruction—as with Johannes de Silentio’s view of faith in Fear and Trembling—is not something that we outgrow and leave behind in our need to go further, on to the next, new, more interesting and relevant discourse, theory or method; and to (b) those who find in Kierkegaard’s work a theological resource for the kind of concrete, living faith gestured to in Fear and Trembling beyond which there is no going further and by which and within which one’s entire life and world—all of one’s relations: God, neighbor, society, creation itself—are decisively determined and at stake.

That is to say, I am a theological reader of Kierkegaard interested in the possibilities, risks, promise, and commitments of a particular kind of concrete, living Christian faith and theology who also happens to think that Derrida was on to something, that deconstruction occurs, and in occurring, makes visible certain forces and effects in the grip of which we (together with the risks, promise, and commitments of the aforementioned Kierkegaardian faith) are always already caught and by which we are inescapably determined whether we like it or not. And it is as this kind of theological reader of Kierkegaard that I believe there is more to say about the relation of Derrida and deconstruction to his work, specifically when viewed as a “religious authorship” as he himself describes it.1

For example, when John Caputo turns from interpreting deconstruction as a philosopher of religion to a constructive postmodern apophatic theo-poetics based on that interpretation, he speaks of “the name of God” as a deconstruction-esque “event” or as harboring such an event. In describing this event, he says that it “cannot be held captive by a confessional faith or a creedal formula” but “cuts across the distinctions among the various confessions” and even across “the distinction between confessional faiths and secular unbelief.” According to Caputo, “it would be better to say that the event is the subject matter, not of a confession, but of a circumfession”—a direct appropriation of Derrida here—“in which we fess up to being cut [more Derrida] and wounded by . . . I know not what [Derrida with Augustine sprinkles].”2

This is compelling stuff. However, in the spirit of Peter Falk’s “Columbo,” there’s one thing that keeps bothering me. Well, actually, there are three things. First, to continue borrowing (albeit loosely) from Kierkegaard’s de Silentio, while Caputo is no doubt right about the deconstructive “event” he is wrong about confessional faith. He is wrong to imply that it necessarily attempts to “hold captive” such an event. Or, more accurately, Caputo is unfortunately right about most of what passes for confessional faith as concretely professed and practiced throughout the histories of Christianity but he erases a distinct (albeit unlikely and historically rare) possibility for confessional faith. And what is more, this is a distinctly Kierkegaardian possibility, a confessional Christian faith that neither desires nor attempts to “hold captive.”

Second, this Kierkegaardian possibility of a confessional Christian faith produces effects similar to those Caputo claims for his deconstructive “event” and for which he advocates as an alternative to and remedy for the destructive dangers of what he calls confessional faith. The kind of Kierkegaardian confessional faith I have in mind produces its own effects that cut across the distinctions among the various confessions—including its own—as well as between confessions and so-called secular unbelief. These effects harbor the possibility of exceeding, resisting, and breaking open every desire and attempt to hold captive—be the intended captive God, neighbor, or creation. What’s more, because of its peculiar yet concrete content and movement, this Kierkegaardian confessional Christian faith calls for the same kind of ethical implications and commitments entailed in the breaking open of all attempts to hold God, neighbor, and creation captive that Caputo claims for his apophatic theo-poetics of “I know not what”—that is, implications for and commitments to concrete justice for the proverbial widow, orphan, and stranger.3

Finally, the outline of this possibility of Kierkegaardian confessional faith is nowhere more clear than in an encounter between Kierkegaard and Derridian deconstruction, an encounter that Caputo should know something about given that Derrida’s—together with his own—reading of Kierkegaard plays a pivotal role in the development of his deconstructive theo-poetics.

Identifying this erasure and invisibility of the possibilities of what I am calling a Kierkegaardian confessional Christian faith is one of the things that remains to be said about the relation between Derrida, deconstruction, and Kierkegaard in the fields of religion and theology. To the extent that I am on to something and this erasure and invisibility does occur and is occurring, it is in the interests of both the theologian and the practitioner and interpreter of deconstruction that it be seen and named and the causes for it understood as much as is possible. Further, it is in the interests of the theologian if not also the philosopher of religion that the possibilities for confessional faith which are rendered invisible be named and made visible, constructively fleshed out, at least in outline. This is what I attempt to do in this book.

The Critical Contention: What Occurs in Kierkegaard’s Garden with the Poppy Blooms

To the extent that it does indeed occur and is occurring, the erasure and invisibility of the possibilities of a certain Kierkegaardian confessional Christian faith constitutes a blind spot in the way Kierkegaard has been read by both Derrida and various generous interpreters of Derrida and practitioners of deconstruction in the fields of philosophy of religion, postmodern theology, and apophatic theo-poetics. Throughout the course of the book, I will suggest (ripping off de Silentio yet again) that this blind spot—this apparent inability to see or read what is on the pages of, for example, Fear and Trembling, thereby erasing certain movements and effects constitutive of a Kierkegaardian faith informed by his texts—can be interpreted in relation to the epigraph of Fear and Trembling: “What Tarquin the Proud said in his garden with the poppy blooms was understood by the son but not by the messenger.”4

Alistair Hannay explains that the citation is from J. G. Hamann and refers to a message sent by an early king of Rome to his son. The king was at war with Gabii and had sent his son to infiltrate the ranks of the enemy. While dictating a message to be delivered to his son, the king was walking through his garden and seemingly absentmindedly striking the heads off the tallest poppy blooms. When this was reported to the son by the messenger (along with the dictated message), the son understood that the king was sending a secret message to kill all the leading men of Gabii.

The messenger, however, did not understand the message. They did not see the message that was being sent, the message they themselves were relaying, even though they saw the gestures being made and described them. This is because they were looking in a different direction, so to speak. They were looking for something else. Their receptivity was determined by the assumption that the message being communicated would be in verbal form. They both heard the verbal message and saw the nonverbal message but didn’t recognize the latter for what it was because they were not looking for it and did not know to look for it or what to look for.

Similarly, I suggest that there may be something about both deconstruction and certain progressive contexts in which it is practiced and interpreted—by both Derrida and his generous readers—that may not be able to see or recognize the gestures of Kierkegaardian faith even though they occur in plain sight, on the pages of his texts. Evidence for the relevance of the Fear and Trembling epigraph to this blind spot in relation to the kind of Kierkegaardian faith that I am naming here and in what follows will become more clear as the readings of both Derrida and Kierkegaard unfold through the course of the book.

Demonstrating and assessing the existence of this albeit narrow blind spot in the way Kierkegaard has been read by Derrida himself and by interpreters of Derrida and practitioners of deconstruction in the fields of philosophy of religion and postmodern theology—illustrated by Caputo but certainly not limited to his work—is the primary critical contention of this book. I believe an engagement between Derrida, deconstruction, and a particular, theological Kierkegaard has not yet sufficiently taken place in the corners of philosophy of religion and postmodern theology that are most concerned with these thinkers. And to the extent that an engagement has taken place, for example, in the work of Steven Shakespeare, Peter Kline, or John Llewelyn, only certain theological interpretations of Kierkegaard are put forward as viable constructive possibilities: a Kierkegaard of theological immanence, of the apophatic, or of existential, ethical praxis.5 Like Abraham’s faith in relation to Hegelian Christianity in Fear and Trembling, what I believe to be essential to the substantive content of Kierkegaard’s theology—the special revelation that occurs in a radically transcendent God’s self-giving act of self-incarnation in the embodied immanence of the brown, colonized, materially and culturally poor body of Jesus—has rarely been allowed to appear on the scene. (Okay, the brown, colonized identity of Jesus is not visibly central to Kierkegaard’s Christology. There are points at which I will constructively go beyond and sometimes against Kierkegaard in what I am calling a Kierkegaardian confessional Christian faith, and this is one of them. Also, by culturally poor I mean sans the cultural, sociopolitical authority granted by access to and achievement within the established institutional pillars of culture: education, science, arts, politics, finance. I believe this lies within the scope of what Kierkegaard means by Jesus’s “lowliness.”) This book attempts to demonstrate a complex of reasons—some deconstructive, some not—for why this is this case. It also attempts to provide a sketch of what might become visible if a certain theological reading of Kierkegaard is allowed in the door: a Kierkegaardian confessional Christian faith-producing deconstructive-like effects that disrupt human mastery over God and neighbor while calling for concrete commitments to justice for the widow, orphan, and stranger.

I have chosen the one place where everyone thinks an encounter between deconstruction and Kierkegaard has taken place—Jacques Derrida’s reading of Fear and Trembling (F&T) in The Gift of Death (GOD)—as the laboratory for this critical analysis and the related constructive proposals.

I suggest there are two main reasons why a fully engaged encounter between deconstruction and the theological Kierkegaard I have in mind—a theological Kierkegaard of confessional Christian faith—has not yet taken place.

On One Hand: Deconstruction sans Deconstruction

Within the contexts of philosophy of religion, postmodern theology, and apophatic theo-poetics most interested in the relation between deconstruction and Kierkegaard, I believe deconstruction itself is often lost from view. In contexts marked by the influential and important work of Drucilla Cornell, Simon Critchley, and especially John Caputo in the early 1990s, interpreters and practitioners of deconstruction have often been drawn to apologetic, overly ethical interpretations of deconstruction that confuse it with Derrida’s—and their own—personal ethical intentions and commitments. Consider: Critchley’s The Ethics of Deconstruction argues that the movement of deconstruction toward alterity and the “other” expresses a certain ethical impulse; Cornell highlights what she believes to be Derrida’s unequivocal “philosophical commitment to justice” in her introduction to Deconstruction and the Possibility of Justice; in a reading of The Gift of Death, Caputo describes Derrida’s practice of deconstruction as “a way to love and trust and seek justice.”6

As we will see, Derrida himself seems to open the door to these interpretations on occasion and may not have been immune to their effects. However, the greater problem is in the Anglo-American reception of Derrida’s work around the themes of responsibility, ethics, and justice. Generous readers of Derrida rightly concerned to defend deconstruction (and Derrida) from charges of nihilism and of being an all-around demonic threat to western civilization in general often end up turning deconstruction into an instance of the kind of thing that deconstruction deconstructs, for example, an intentional desire for and commitment to a progressive ethics of justice for the oppressed, for the widow, orphan, and stranger as concrete, particular “others” in concrete, particular contexts of systemic injustice and oppression.

For his part and to his credit, Caputo does warn of the temptation to overly identify deconstruction with justice and the confusion about deconstruction that this entails. “Of all the words that he [Derrida] uses to describe ‘the impossible’, as he puts it . . . I think the most important word is ‘justice’. We need to be cautious in talking like this because we are about to construct a master word, and in deconstruction there is no master word. But . . . the word that most tempts us into making it a master word is the word ‘justice’.”7 My central beef with Caputo on this issue is simply that he doesn’t follow his own advice. On one page he warns against the temptation and on the next page he succumbs to it. He simply isn’t cautious enough in his own use of the word justice vis-à-vis deconstruction.

For example, “Deconstruction is not only the continuous reminder that we are not God but it is the claim that the name of God is endlessly translatable into other names, like justice, and that we are in no position to stop this fluctuation.”8 True enough. Good point. However, what Caputo incautiously leaves out is that the “fluctuation” of deconstruction also means the name of justice is endlessly translatable into other names, into the names of its others: injustice, irresponsibility, the radical substitutability and so disposability of every other as wholly other (as we will see later on). Caputo is in no position to stop this fluctuation. However, his own stopping at the boundary between God and justice can create the impression—especially when read within the ethical force fields of progressive contexts—that the ceaseless fluctuation of deconstructive substitutability itself stops at that boundary. This strategic silence about the deconstructive substitutability of justice itself, in turn, creates the impression that (a) what progressives and liberation theologians, for example, ordinarily mean by justice for the widow, orphan, and stranger is somehow immune to deconstruction and (b) the deconstructive substitutability of the name of God is in some way related to that justice, that it occurs in the name of or for the sake of that justice.

I want to be clear. Caputo does caution against the dangers of creating such a misleading impression of deconstruction. However, he just as often throws that caution to the wind, opening a theo-poetic door to the very confusion he warns against. I do not believe Caputo does this intentionally, of course. Rather, I think he is so focused on the very real problem of violent religion—rightly so, with an appropriate ethically progressive concern—that he takes his eye off the ball of the endless, ceaseless—and by his own description, merciless—nature of the effects of deconstruction when it comes to just such appropriate ethically progressive concerns.9

For example, Caputo’s description of deconstruction as a movement “in the name of the justice due to a singular other” quickly morphs into an exhortation to follow Derrida in the way of deconstruction as “a way to love and trust and seek justice, to seek the kingdom, which is here and now, which is for the lame and the leper, the outcast and sinner, the widow and the orphan, in short, to use a word whose time has come, for the ‘other’.”10 It is difficult to square this passage with the admonition to be cautious about identifying deconstruction with justice cited above.

What of Derrida’s Own Testimony: “Deconstruction is Justice”?

One has to be especially careful here in light of what is no doubt the master text of all the confusion, found in Derrida’s essay, “Force of Law: The Mystical Foundations of Authority.” In that essay, Derrida strings together three infamous words: “Deconstruction is justice.”11 This does indeed appear to be a straightforward settlement of the matter, from out of the proverbial horse’s mouth, no less. What could be more clear?

Well, almost anything.12

Given that I argue throughout the book that deconstruction is not justice, at least not in the way Caputo suggests it is, it seems appropriate to take a brief look at where Derrida himself at least appears to say that it is.

There are two crucial points that need to be made at the outset in this connection. First, the overall apologetic thrust of “Force of Law” is to demonstrate that deconstruction is not essentially nihilistic but has always had a relation to the issue of justice and the discerning between just and unjust. The essay demonstrates this very well. However, to demonstrate this is not, of course, to demonstrate that deconstruction actually is justice. Nevertheless, Derrida writes these words: “deconstruction is justice.” So, what exactly does this statement mean in this context?

To the second point, then: Derrida’s use of the word justice in this particular sentence in the particular apologetic context of “Force of Law” does not mean justice in the way Caputo uses that word when attaching it to the biblical, prophetic reference to widows, orphans, and strangers, a well-known refrain of liberation theologies and religious social justice activists. To put it very briefly, Derrida first shows how certain thinkers in certain texts (Pascal, Montaigne, Benjamin) use the word justice to mark or signify something that appears to be a dead ringer for the kind of thing that he uses the word deconstruction to signify, the kind of thing that puts the movement of deconstruction through structures and systems into play. In this context, determined by this particular use of the word justice, Derrida then says it might be permissible to say that “deconstruction is justice,” that is to say, if we can agree that this is what the word justice means in this particular context, then we can say, in this context, that “deconstruction is justice.” He says this as one particular strategic gesture among many, in a long and wide-ranging essay, to demonstrate the ways in which deconstruction has always had something to do with justice.

This is perfectly fine and appropriate. We simply need to note that what the word justice means when employed in this particular sentence by Derrida, “deconstruction is justice,” in this particular context, is not always what the word justice means in every context, particularly in what we might call ordinary, everyday contexts. More particularly still, this distinctive meaning and employment of the word justice in this particular context is not exactly what justice means in progressive, liberationist contexts of social justice characterized by the invocation of the prophetic reference to widow, orphan, and stranger.

Now to get into the weeds a bit, to briefly demonstrate (a) why there is a deconstructive rationale for Derrida’s identifying deconstruction with the word justice in this particular context, and yet (b) that this use of the word justice is clearly not what we mean by justice for the widow, orphan, and stranger in progressive and liberationist contexts (both ethical and religious) and as implied by Caputo.

To the first point: the deconstructive rationale for “deconstruction is justice” in Derrida’s reading of Montaigne. As is always the case with a deconstructive reading, Derrida’s use of the term justice in “Force of Law” is determined by the lines of force already moving through the texts he is reading in that particular context. In the same way, Derrida’s virtually opposite use of the term justice in Adieu to Levinas is determined by the lines of force moving through the work by Levinas that Derrida is reading in that context.13 In “Force of Law,” Derrida is reading Pascal, Montaigne, and Benjamin, all of whom, in their own way and for their own reasons, use the word justice to signify something distinguishable from and marking the limits of the concept of law and its accompanying universal, systemic claims and characteristics.

The sentence “deconstruction is justice” specifically occurs in Derrida’s reading of Montaigne. Derrida notes in that context that the French word for law, droit, can also sometimes be translated as justice as well as law. Consequently, that which Montaigne in particular is intending to signify with the word justice is to be distinguished both from law and justice as law, from both law-droit and justice-droit. It is here that Derrida offers the key to unlocking the entire passage: he points out that the concept of droit, whether translatable as law- or justice-droit, is characterized by constructability, legitimacy, calculation, stability, and system, by the generality of rules, norms, and universal imperatives.14 By contrast, Montaigne uses the word justice to signify something unnameable in the structure of law- and justice-droit, or, put differently, to name an “other” to law- and justice-droit that is nevertheless entailed within and essential to droit itself: its radical lack of foundation—that is, its “mystical foundation,” what Derrida describes as “a silence . . . walled up in the violent structure of the founding act.”15 (Derrida’s use of the figure of silence here, as marking a radical limit inherent “within” droit—for example, justice-droit can never be truly just, can only be the betrayal of justice—is a quasi-transcendental analog to the deconstructive operations of the figure of silence in The Gift of Death, as we will see.)

Derrida argues that Montaigne’s use of the word justice attempts to identify that which is internal to the constructible, calculable, and systemic nature of droit while being “other” to the constructible et al. It follows, then, that whatever is “other” to the constructible et al. cannot itself be deconstructible in the same way as the constructible. In turn, this undeconstructible “x” that Montaigne attempts to put his finger on with his use of the word justice could also be said, in this context, determined as it is by the theme of constructability, to constitute “deconstructibility” as such. It marks something within the structure of law- and justice-droit that “makes deconstruction [of the constructability of droit] possible.” Derrida: “Wherever one can replace, translate, determine the x of justice, one should say: deconstruction is possible, as impossible, to the extent (there) where there is (undeconstructible) x, thus to the extent (there) where there is (the undeconstructible).”16

As I said, almost anything.

Dizzying complexity, however, is not grounds for dismissing or trivializing the reality of the effects of deconstruction-as-“x”/justice Derrida is trying to get at here, or their very real relation to the issue of justice in the ordinary meanings of that word. In the very specific sense determined by the context of Montaigne’s text, it is possible to say that this albeit internal “other” to the constructible, calculable, and systemic—this undeconstructible, contentless, and anonymous “x” that Montaigne is trying to get at with his employment of the word justice—“is” deconstruction or “the possibility of deconstruction.” This move is similar to Derrida’s reading of Heidegger’s radically anonymous es gibt as, in its own way, an “x” that marks the spot of deconstruction. It is also possible to say, as Derrida does quite forcefully, that deconstruction as this unnameable, incalculable, impossible—that is, contentless and anonymous—“x” of justice does not necessarily “correspond to a quasi-nihilistic abdication before the ethico-politico-juridical and before the opposition between just and unjust” (though we will have much to say about the complexities and ultimately
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