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THE EMERGENCE OF DECONSTRUCTION THwRY
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Theword deconatrucuonhgsbeenasmciatedwith the name of
the famous French philosopher. Jacques Derrida ever since his

presentauonofapapaatthc 1966comferenceunsuucmransmat -

the John Hopkins University.. “This. conference was organized -
éspecially to introduce structuralist thought to the American
~academia. Thus. only the European thinkers presented papers.
These were: George Poulét, Eugenio Denato, Lucien Goldmann,
' Tzvetan Todorov, Roland Barth&. Jaeques Lacan. and Jacques
Derrida, among othm ' ,

Jaoques Derrida who was t.hcn a young French phﬂosopher.
made the most powerful impact in the line of critical thought by
“his paper, "Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the
- Human Sciences." Il this paper: . he cniticised ' .the fundamental
. muxﬁption in Levi-Stmusss works and Saussures structuralism,
_namely a logocentric, or- centered ‘way of thinking. For him, the
main contradiction in structuralist ‘thought was its binary
thinking, because 1t allowed one 'term ‘of an opposftion to repress
another. Here, Derrida was questioning the operative conditions
of binary thinking, or in other words, system of differences that
structuralism posited. However, Structuralism overlooked the
factthatth!ssystema\lawsnoongtnofmcmgapaﬁfromitself- ‘
~ only. Bymoﬂngthisfact stmctmahsmgets inevitably trapped
* within logocentric frames, (Derridas rcadmgs demonstrate the
me Langu-ge and memnme, Pacaly of Letters Hacettepe

A}




paradoxes of structuralist poﬁums) Demdas aim was to show
that all reflexive thought is. eonstituted within -the paradoxical
and differential Play of language in ‘which’ there.is no origin or
center; or in his words, there is no “transcendental signified.” -
Every slgmﬁed is amother signifier, and "structure of structure" .
has no boundaries and can be explained by a notion of infinite
play of language. This This decisive eritique had powerful tmplications
for the theory of meaning. It this ‘respect,. ﬂm@teceutswlthm
ﬂlediﬂ'eremlalplayoflanguage He states: o

> Henceforth, itwasnecessarytobeginthmldngthattherej
was no. center, thattheee!Mcouldnotbeﬂwughtm
 the form of a present-being, .that the center had no
natural site, that it was not a fixed locus but a funiction,
e ‘a sort - of non-locus in which an infinite number of
sign—subsﬂtuﬁons came into play This was the. moment
- when language - mvaded the universal problematic, the
“ moment when, in the absenoe of a center or -origin,
cvetythmgbecamedlaconm Thatistosay ‘a system in
which_ the central sigmfied, . the’ original, or
 transcendental signified, is ngv.r, absolutely present
 outside a system of differences, '!‘he absence of the
transcendental signified extends the tn and the play
ofs!gmﬁcationm.ﬁnitely ("Struoture Slgn andPlay"84)

Logocentﬂcti_;qqghtascrﬁ:ﬂdacanerwmchwastheorgamzmg )
principle in the structural gystems, and it ordered our
philosophical thinking and ;he whole westem episteme ‘Derrida .

" attacked this assumption lying behind the whole tradition of
Western metaphysics, and rejected the dominanoe of the key
concepts, such as God, nature, reason, meamng. self, origin,
truth, etc..bemusethcyhavebemcself presendngandsingsof
Being; the s!gmﬁers that turn into transoendental signifieds (any
~ sort of final meaning). ‘These seemingly self- sufficient notions
'yfunctionasthe parts ofhleraxehial;btnaty This means that these
conceptse:dstbynegatmgthclroppositw or inferiors, like: truth
-fiction, man-woman, origin-end, ‘nature- -civilization,
speech- wrmng God-man Deconstruction shows that these
_ ma;or concepts repress ‘thetr opposites. ,and attempis to reverse
this hab!t in thlnking It displaees the prlma.ty term and draws
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_ attention to the relations of such differences to produce meaning,
like woman-man, fiction-truth, writing-speech. However,
deconstruction does more than just reversal and displacement. It
rethinks the onoe-secondary term by reinseribmg it, and
‘deconstitutes the term's former definition. In this respect,
interpretation can never come to an end, because there ls nothing
but play. Thus, Derrida’s major contribution to philosophy and
- criticism was to invert the hierarchy of concepts and to welcome 7
the indeterminacy of meaning in mterpretation,. -

In the early 1970s Amerlcan deconstruotionist like Paul de
Man, Harold Bloom, Geoffrey. Hartman, J. Hillis Miller, and
Josephi Riddel, have taken on the significance of this play in
. interpretation, and. they have focused on the rhetorical
self-reflexivity of the text. They investigated the text's verbal_
ambiguities, figures and metaphors. Their line of criticism was to
show the gaps in texts where the texts undo themselves. The text
‘refuses closure and posits. itself as an autonomous whole, but
.cannot be a whole because it is endlessly open to ‘play of
diﬁ'erences ‘As Hartman would argue, all origins were delusive.

S Furthermore, deconstructive critidsm that ﬂourished in the -
U.S.A. after the 1970s with the joining of the younger critics like
Shoshana Felman, Barbara Johnson, Gayatri Chakravorty -
Spivak, has proved to be able to investigate the linguistic density
of the work of literature itself. Almost all of these critics were
-associated . with Hopkins University or Yale University. Miller
‘and de Man, in the early 70s, joined Bloom and Hartman at Yale
and = the "Yale School" emerged. Due to their influence
deconstruction spread widely in the late 70s and early 80s. Also,
the “translations of Derrida's works had already played a
: partlcularly important role in the late 708 .

These were: , : o

1. OfGrammdtology(lQ?G) e

2. SpeechandPhemmem(lgm)

3. ertmgandmtfereme (1978)

In the 1980s a second wave of translations followed
1Postuans(1981) R A




" .generated a masswe

2. Dtssemlmuon (1981¥
3. Margins of P ilosophy (19@2) e e
. In the. 19803 Amm-lcan demnstmctors played a more major
role in the formation: of deconstructive criticism. Several books .
were published, such as, Jonathan Culler's On Deconstruction:
Theory- and Criticism after Structuralism (1982), Christopher
. Norris's Deconstruction: - Thz&y ‘and Practice (1982) The
Deconstructive Tumn: Essays in the Rhetoric of Philosophy (1983),
and Vincent B. Leitch's Deconsmscttve Criticism: An Advanced
Introduction (1982). These were all mtroductory books written to
_ clarify the obscure and complex points in the Derridean thcory.
_andtheywereanmngtoglveexamplesofttspracﬁce

Later in the 80s deconstruction had already provoked laxge
 pumbers of intéllectuals and students.of literature, and created a
debate ovcrthemeaxmxgand interpretation theories. This debate
ec ry Hterature. Deconstruction had
shakenthefaﬁhmthepastthaomsmoecupmdtheccntastage '
in ‘literary criticism.’' It still dominates the literary field by
’umumerahlecomnm_uanes.andconnnumtoenergjaetheﬁeldof

litcrary themy ’

S’IRATEGY OF DECONsmfj’j‘_ on: o

, anf@amﬂatobgyDemdaclaknsthat deconstmcﬁonisnot
‘a theory, nor a method." If it is not a theory, it can tentatively be
called a-"textual strategy” and more precisely a "pratice” (I xxxix).
Marte- Roselnganstatesinrelauontammdasdaﬂﬁcaﬁuonof
the term deconstruction that "Closely linkéd to the practice of
teachmg the deconstructive strategy is... eommed of by Derrida
as an ongoing revisionary process.” (59).. However, Derrida does

~ not systematize the purpose or aims of deconstructién, but

elucidates the concern over the nature-of textuality. As Notris
writes, "deconstruction is... an actjvity of reading which remains -
closely tied to the texts it intcrrogates, and which can never set up -
‘independently as a self - enclosed system. of operative concepts”
- (Deconstruction. 31). Deconstruction of a text implements first, its

- intertextuality and undecldabmty and second, entails the

subversion of the logocenmc tradition. In this respect ,
36 v ‘
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' ~ within the. illuslon of binary opposltion" (Johnson Crltlcali

deconstruction challenges the umty of the text by’ replacmg ‘the

hierarchial oppositions. This means that the 'standart critical
concepts - of slgnlﬁcatlon and . structure come under close
scrutiny by following the “effects of differences already at work

Diﬂ’erencc. x—xi)

According to Derrlda all texts contain both the. traditional
materials of metaphysics and the subversion of these. materials.
Since Western Culture or Literature already contains” the
incompatible. concepts and undecidable elements, it has the

" inevitable self- deconstructing logocentric system. In this system

is the study of intertextuality. This tcrm designates a. text's

a text can not step outside of itself,-but it also cannot be enclosed
within itSelf. Thus, a text is read against its own logic, by focusing
on its overlooked and excesslve elements its gaps and by tracing
repeated textual elements R

A text exists only n rela.tlon to other texts Therefore. its study

. dependence on prior codes, concepts, figures, conventions and

texts. Studying intertextuality leads to the dissemination of
meaning, and erases the illuston of ‘a centered ground in
interpretation. The ground of any text is always anothcr text, and

the language ofatextisalwaysmtertu:tual <

As Derrlda pronounced in Qf Grarmnatology “There is nothing

outside of the text" (158). The meaning of a text can be discovered

diﬁ'erentjany through the relations between arbitrary signs. The

" sign cannot. refer to another sign that pre- exists it. Every concept
- moves in a chain in which it constantly - refers to other concepts

byasystematlcplayofdiﬁ’erences Thisendlessplayofmeanmgs

prevents enclosure, and produces infinite possibilities of

interpretation and: liberation of multiple meanings. In this

respect, the prevailing notions. of univocity, unity, coherence and

wholeness are ruled out of interpretation. Indeed. the nature of
textuality excludes these notions, Irene Harvey states that

"univocity, unity, coherence, and systematic totanty are not the
»_alms of mterpretauon" for Derrlda (142)

_ This nature entatls at' least two levels: one controlled
by the author, one not: one declared by the author one -




described; one metaphysical, one not; ene entatling form,
one content; one¢ entailthg a principle; one a practice and -
“'so on. However, these levels ‘are not related in an

" oppositional manner nor-in & hierarchial one. Instead,

they are'dtsjurmuveaw:th'iespeet.tb,theif‘presentaﬂonto o

‘the "reader” /interpreter. The appearence of one
‘ necessitates the disappearance of the other. {142).
. The nature of textuality irivolves the contradiction in itself, by
presenting several oppositional levels to operate ‘simuitaneously,
such as author-non author, form -~ content, theory - practice,
metaphysical- real. If one level appears the other disappears, but
also they are tied together by a linking - term which plays a role {n
both levels but without synthesis. ~ ST
If these levels of a text appear identical they lead to the
closure. of other levels for their location. Here, deconstruction’
traces the excluding gestures for closure, and shows that whatever
is excluded or made irrelevant is always lurking behind, and
~ constituting the production of presentation, and the excluded term
“always leads fo the other levels of the text and never to a center.

 Deconstruction shows the arbitrary structure of such
disjunctive relations among the levels of a text. Derrida's textual
‘analysis however, never claims that two sides of a text are always
- visible at the same instant. They require a repetition or a second
reading in 'which one level 18 siispended and this suspénsion
- reveals the appearence of the disjunttive relation. This, of course,
‘levels becomes apparent when two levels are realized as such. In -
this respect, privilege of any term over another is disrapted, and a -
synthesis of two levels becomes perceptible if both levels are.
- juxtaposed. This seems ltke impossibility .to reason, because -
reason works according to a criterion of completeness. But this
_revelation of contradiction within textuality = turns the
logocentric claims of a text towards unity upside down, and :
reveals that rules, which are belfeved to govern the structure of a
text, are inconsistent. -~ - < . c

 Deconstruction states the impossibility of the unity of a text as
~ well as its undecidability. This uridecidable element is repressed
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by the completion or closure of the structure In other words, a
" structure is always given a fixed origin, or a center, and therefore,
the undecidable element is forced to be invisible.. But, it is this

element that is central to the text. As Derrida argues, the center is o

at once inside and outside. 1t is both a part of the structure of signs

and an obstacle that prevents the structure’s wholeness by

"escaping structurality.” “The center is not the center” ("Structure,

Sign and Play"). For further understanding of this obvious

contradiction, we can refer to Douglas Tallack's evaluation of
erndas term. "supplementarlty N

As in'his deconstruction of Husserl's original moment of

“mtention, Derrida denmnstrates that for a structure to be

complete it must-paradoxically- -have an "extra" element.

However, "infinite substitutions and the freeplay” (260) of
-competing interpretations, are not dependent upon the

degree of ambiguity of a particular text, since ambiguity

implies that the meanings aré contained and somehow

balance each other. Freeplay is the consequence of the
~lack of center that is definably inside or outside a
1 structureandsoabletoumfyit (164).

In such an approach to the text where the hierarchial order of
concepts have been disrupted, where the undecidable elements
~ decentralize the structure, where ambigious tropes, figures and

metaphors are traced and repeated, the text can never be subjected
to a single homogeneous reading. Such a reading produces
tnexhaustible possibilities for interpretations, and the futility of -
- logical closures. Thus, deconstruction overturns the traditional
assumptions of interpretation and meaning, and shows that
- when one tries to go to the origin or center of a structure of any
text, one only finds supplement, ‘repeution freeplay. -absence and
- undecidables. '

Actually, the nature of textuality (language) - excludes
‘totalization because of its infirtite play of substitution. In short,
language itself has no center. Since the nnguistic structures of the
texts behave like langiage, deconstrlmuve approach erases a -
‘culture of reference and advocates.the process by which the
structure unfolds itself with the freeplay of differences in it. In
this respect, the texts are read against their own logic by
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concentrating on: the ‘Tepressed. elements. Such overlooked,

- pargmmal or excessive elements posit the incompleteness-of the

- text. It is this incompleteness that provides a deconstructive

reading. Thus, a text can not be.enclosed. As Norris states in The
" Deconstructive Turn, “to deconstruct & text... is to bring out a
radical disjunction’ between logic and rhetoric, intention and
_ sense, what language explicitly says and what #s figural workings
~constrain it to mear* (157).. . T

.. In deconstmcﬁW; criticism the critical ‘concept of "textual -

difference” is crucial to.the practice. The critic's task, ‘here, is to

analyze the text's critical difference from itsel. He searches for

the ways m which the text differs from itself. But this difference
does not constitute the text's identity. Therefore, the critic focuses
' on the difference within the text, because tt is this difference that
defers the possibility of a totalized whole and thus an integrated
. meaning. The result of this kind'¢f critietsm is to expose the
signification process within the text and to show the freeplay of -
signifiers. C - o e R
In pre-deconstructive reading theoriés it was the center that
“provided the meaning of a text. However, deconstruction shows
that it is the undecidable element that is central to the text, but
paradoxtcally it limits the: sttucture by "escaping structutality”
and becomes non-center. This contradiction is related to the

- reading of 4 text, in that, reading-adds sometliing that is assumed .

- to be lacking. Derrida states that this is the movement of
"supplementarity.” The structure strives to be complete, but in
‘order to be complete, it paradoxically includes an .extra element.
Focusing on this extra -¢lement produces a freeplay of
interpretations. In short, texts canriot determine interpretation
alone. As Spivak writes in her Preface to the translation of Of
Grammatology: - - I o
_ the desire for unity'and order compels the author and the
© reader to balance the equation that 8. the text's system.
The deconstructive reader... {secks) the moment in the
text which harbors the unbalancing of the equation, the -
‘sleight ‘of hand at the lunit of a text which cannot be
dismissed simply as a contradiction. (24-5)- o




~

Here, the deconstructm cntlc recogmzes the dtfferentlal
_ quality of language and-exposes the. text's. dialogical nature. He
" seeks the text's -"moment” when it will differ from itself,
transgress its own system and become - undecidable. “This .
inevitably breaks the continuity and the seltJ assumed umty of -
the text, and leads to a double reading This undecidable reading
effect is achieved by breaking apart signifiers and signifieds
continually and reattaching them in new combinations. It is this
process of displacement that produces a play of differences in
interpretations. It is precisely at this point that deconstruction
" challenges and disrupts tradltional llterary assumptions about_
textual coherence. '

The. readlng of a text ln deconstructlon is carrled ona  double
mode. Here, the text is shown to be woven from different strands
which ca:mot lead to a synt“hesis but endlessly displace one
another. Derrldas reading of texts in this manner never proposes
_ a unified theory about literature. In fact, he emphasizes the fact

~ that constructing a coherent theoretical system about literature is

impossible ‘Instead, he creates a system around key concepts, and
gives new roles to ‘his terms. Hl; purpose and practice is to
_introduce new terins and dlsplaoe the old in order to prevent them
~ from becommg the central concepts of a new theory..

 However, Derﬂdasworklsmﬁoftentreatedasanewtheory

’ wlth central concepts and with analyt:lcal methods. Jonathan

‘Culler stresses this ohsetrvation more clearly, stating that
" Derrida's work is read and discussed as a:theory "making general
claims about the nature of language and texts ("Jacques Derrida”
N 156)

. Eventfonegmntsthatistthiadeahngswlthtextsmther
- than any explicit theory which ought to be stressed, as
soonasonecitesorpresentsthesereadlngstheybecome
. examples of analytical practice:and thus llustrations of
_ a theory and method. The very nature of intellectual
. discussion... involves effects of mastery and hence the _
formulation of general claims, such as can be mferred -
fromhlspracttoeoireadmgandvu‘mﬂg (156). :

o Although the reader encounters a paradoxical sltuatlon in the
: readmgprocess - because anymrciseoflanguagemvolvescertam
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contradmtions the sohmmmeudzpmdomescanbe to eonvert
them as “complex patterns of internal differences into alternative
positions or interpretations® (Culler, On Deconstruction 216). The
critic should address the text's eontmdictiom and explore the way
~they are reprodnced. e

DOUBLE READING IN DECQN$’IRUC1‘ION

. The major strategy of deconstructive criticism is to.undertake a
double reading, calling attention to .the ways in which
argumentattons in texts question their own nnes of premises

Language is perceived as a play of diﬁ‘erences. traces and
'~ ‘repetitions which ‘produce’ meamng. The' problem of difference is
seen as an uncertainty, and readmg leads to a pmnferation of

_ traces and differences. It tries to tdentify and to dismantle

differences by means of other ‘differences that cannot be fully

identified or dismantled (Johnson x). Deconstructive readlng‘

' -showsmewaysmwmchata:tdﬂ‘ersﬁ'omiteeir ‘This is donie by ~
~ finding the contradictions in the text and the binary oppositions.
Meaning is explained a:ccordmg to the underlying system of
differences. Inhisesaayentttled"biﬂ!rance Demdaemphasizes

the inevitability of differencés in the system- of language: "In a

‘language, In the system of language, there are only differences...

' But, on the one hand, these differences play; in language, in speech

-too, and in the exchange between language and-speech. On the
otherhand theaedﬁereneesmthenmeh«eﬂ'mu%) R

 The elustveness of differénceés according to which words are
read in language creates the major difficulty in the reading ‘

" process. However, the critical concept of difference is-crucial to the

- practice of deconstructive criticism. By analysing a literary text
the cnucmeetoMcateﬂxewuyejnwhtchmetmmdm‘erent
from others and also establishes his own  difference in analysis
from other critics. But; a text's difference canmverbeitsspecial :
identity. What is important in a text's difference.is the way in
which a text differs from itself. The reading of a text aims at
showing this mnner difference, Therefore, it is a difference within,
not a difference between. This difference that is inherent in each

. text subverts the text's identity and prevents the ‘text from




'achieving totality The text differs wit&tn from itself and makes
- any integrated meaning mpossible. Deconstructive. reading
- focuses on this difference. In other words, texts undo themselves

by the working of differences to- reach unequivocal messages.

‘Thus, a deconstuructive reading analyses a text's subversion of its

implied meaning. Therefore, ‘reading  theories that aimed at
reducing a literary text to a unity. .of meaning are destroyed. ’

Derrida’s. readings usually focus on the undecidable terms-
which operate on a double range and which allow no synthesis
and which undo the text's claim to totality. These terms
continually displace one another in an infinite chain of
differences from one another Derrida uncovers logooentrieism in
his readings. D. c. Wood points out that "meaning for Derrida is
always mediated, never immediate. And by mediation is not
meant just a deferred presence whlch finally comes, but a

: permanent state of deferment" 21.

The play of differences in at text always defers any closure of
meaning, and cannot be represented or captured in a system.
Therefore, any privileged meaning that the text seems to posit is
infinitely deferred. Deconstructive readings attempt to transform
"a text without merely endorsing the wider framework to which its
terms belong " (Wood 24). Also, the. critic. reverses ‘the hierarchy
while deconstructing the oppositions. In other words, reading is
done in terms of changing the hierarchial order of ideas and
arguing against the oppositions. However, one should prevent. the .
new oppositibn and reversal from establishing itself into a
privileged position. This involves double reading by carefully
displacing the new conceptual marks and putting a distance
within the new concept which no longer allows itself to be
grounded into the old pattem T R

Double reading requires two strategies. First, the critic should
read without changing ground and repeating the logocentric
issues. He uses the system against itself. Second, the critic should
read. by changing  ground and afﬁrming discontinuity and‘

" difference (Leitch 283).

Derrida practices double reading in Of Grammatolagy on

. Rousseau's Essay on the Origin of Language. In this text, Derri_da
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‘points to tl;e oppositlon ef 'mmare/ culture Man ang in nature
' in a happy state recognizes the need for community. In the
process of transformation into’ society” from nature, culture
became an additional state of happiness for man. In other words,
~ culture "supplemented” nature, and later it took the place of
nature. Thus, cukurebecamebothanaddiﬁonorsupplemm@d' :
also a substitute for nature. This nature/culture oppositton leads
to similar traditional oppositions like: good-evil, truth-fiction, -
mascunnc-femimne, health-disease, specch-wﬁting In each case .
the second term came as a supplement to the ﬁrst. For cxample, '
writing came late in the evolution of man and offered both
positive and negative advantages. The first term in the opposition
was always the privileged term. Without the supplementary term
‘the first term had no truth value. In omer words, there - was no
original unsupplementcd term. Derrlda inverted- the
. nature/culture opposiuon and pointed toan "tmdecjdahle coneept
" in Rousseau's text. He deconstructed *nature” and "culture” and -
showed that "culture™did not snpplement ‘nature, but that nature
was always already a supplemented entity (Lettch 284), Derrida :
- first wrote the concept and then erased it. He also questioned the
notion ¢f "natural origin™ or "unsupplemenfed purity" by the
always -already formula. The: eﬂ‘eetWas to insert the supplement .
into any seemingly “simple or ‘pure metaphysical pair of binary
opposites (284) He discovered that the ontslde was really the ’
inside. - *

DOuble reading employs revergmg and dlsplach;g key terms
and thus inverting the oppositions. It involves fmmanent
analysls ‘By repeating ‘textual clemcnts such as themes, and
concepts, deconstructive analysis brmgs out the. dlsmptive
elements in the repetition. Repetition reveals the operations of
difference disorienting the substitutions. Thus, deconstruction of
‘a text entails a subversion of the logocentric tradition. It shows
that all texts contdin the incompatible elements, discontinuities

and undecidables. Whenthecoﬁeeptofstmctureisdismanﬂed a
 play of meanings is laid bare. So we have an infinite,
indeterminate play of signifiers. In this respect, . to deconstruct a
textistoshowhowthetextundermmmwhatﬁasserts
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. PRACTICE: I AT | |
For a’ deconstmctive reading wc shan explerc Barbara'

\Johnsons discussion of Bitly Budd. "Mclvﬂles Fist: The

Execution of Billy Budd’ in her book The Critical Difference.

~ Johnson's reading ls one- of thc most dlsunctlve dcconstructlve

criticisms.

_Billy Budd is the: tragic story ofavcxy mnoccnt handsome and_
young satlor Billy Budd who arouscs thc antagonism bf the

~ satanic master-at-arms. Ciaggart. ‘Before the Captain, Vere,

Claggart falsely accuses Billy of plotling ‘mutiny. Billy strikes
Claggart dead. Captain Vere convinces the other officers that in
the dangerous times of the French Revolutionaxy war, Billy must
hang as an example to the flcct chfore Bﬂly dies his ‘last wbrds

~ are: "God Bless Captain Vere."

Johnson first directs our attenuon to the ambigutty in the
story, and second to the ending. The story -ends "no less than
four times" (80). Johnson tiotes. that the story does not totalize
itself into intentionat finality but "m fact begins - to repeat
itself - retclling itself first in reverse and: then in verse” (81).
Accordingly. "to end is torepeat and lo repeatis to be... open to .
revision, displacement and reversal" (81). In her discussion the

e next important point is the problcm of reversal and oppositions.
. The issue of this story is not the relation between-good and evil or

innocence and guilt as most critics have argued, but rather the

‘relation between being and doing. The oposition between Billy and |
- Claggart is actually an oppesition "between two cornceptions of

language, or between two types of reading” (84). To understand this
point, we must consider the nnportant fact in - the $tory that
each character meets a fate which is a direct. rcverseofwhat:s ,
to be expected from his “nature.” "Billy is sweet innocent and .
harmless, yet he kills, Claggart is evil, perverted and -
mendacious, ' yet he dies a, victim Vere is sagacious and
responslbk yethealluwsaman whom he feels to be blameless

 to hang" (82). The opposition between the characters' natures
‘and what they do pmducesthediscrcpanqbetwecnmctwotyps

of reading Bﬂly is a simple Bteralist, and as Melville writes, "To
deal in double meanings and insuniations of any sort was foreign

»tohisnature (618) Claggattisapersomﬁcauonofduphcityanda
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" believer in the discrepancy between form and méaning. He always -
suspects appearence and reanty ‘But Melville notes: "Innocence

" and guilt personified in Claggart and Budd in effect changed ,
. places"(650). Billy demonstrates this truth (Claggart's accusation)
by the act of denying it. Johnson. wrltes “"Melville both invites an
allegorical reading and subverts the very terms of its
consistency” (83). Melville reverses the. relation of the oppositions
and directs our attention to the opposltion between being. and
doing. Thuswhaithestoxymeansbyltsgoodvemusevﬂisundone:
by the way it reveraes it.- »

: Curiously enough it is preeisely thls question -of being
versus doing that is brought up by the only sentence we
ever see Claggart directly address to ‘Billy Budd. When
Bmy accidentally spills his soup across the path of the

- master-at arms, Claggart playfully repues. ,"Handsomely

- done, my lad! And handsome is as handsome did it, too!"

- The proverbial expression "handsome is as handsome

~ does,” from which this exclamation springs, posits the

;- possibility of a ‘continuous; predictable, tranaparent
relaﬁonship between ben!g and doing.(83) ‘

. - Johnson argues that what Claggart actuany questions in Billy
1s this “continuity between the physieal and the moral, between
appearence _and action, or. between bemg a.lzd _doing" (84).

: Parado:dca.lly Billy never questm the meaning of appearences,

‘because he is "symbolically and factually filiterate™ (84). The

fmportant issue. Johnson points here is the ﬂact that Billy's
assumption of taking language at face - value, and thus excluding

_ the very "functioning of difference that makes the act of reading

both indispensable and undecidable” (84). Clagg rt,
hand, s the tihage of difference and duplicity. He n ‘

Separat.ton between being and doiqg "He is p: {perly an fronic

reader, who, assuming the sign to be arbitrary and unmotlvated

reverses the value signs of appearences and takes a daisy for a’

' mantrap and an unmottvated acciderital spimng f a soup for an

‘intentional, sly escape of anttpathy” (85). Thius, thk deconstructive

critic's task 1s to' analyze the oppositio 'between ltterallty and
irony. “This inevitably . leads him fo consider Captain Vere's
position. Heisdmibedasanexcepuonalcharacie: };eisagrcat




lover of books about history. biography and phﬂosophy When he

exclaims after,Claggart's death, "Struck dead by an angel of God!"

Yet the Angel must hang!" (649), we understand that Vere's
military duty and his realization of Billy's character are at odds.
While Billy and Claggart read for motive and meaning, Vere “reads
instead in relation to. pol!tical and historlcal circumstance and in -
relation ‘to prior texts, the ‘Bible and the Mutiny Law. His
judgemerit stems from the relationships between other
interpretations and acts by that judgement” (Culler On
Deconstruction 238). Vere refers to allusions,- quotations. to
history, and to politics in his decision. The conditions of
judgement place Captain Vere between several oppositions, such
as the naval and the primitive, Nature-and the King Martial Court
- and what he calls Last Assizes. o )

"~ Vere confirms his allegiance to martial law and conventional
authority, because his reading is ‘conditioned by historical and’
political frames. He states:’ "however pitilessly that law may
operate in any instances we nevertheless adhere to it and
administer it" (654). Johnson argues that "the two alternative
frames of reference within which judgement is posslble are not
~nature and the kmg but the two types of textual authority: The
Bible and the Mutiny Act" (104). By bringing Billy and Claggart
together in his cabin, Captam Vere unwittingly ‘sets up the
conditions for the reversal of oppositions that he must judge.
Captain Vere ironically causes the reversal -of places between
innocence and guilt. Thus, he coverts a difference between
Claggart and Billy, Nature and the King. Therefore, Vere both
inserts ambiguity into the story's oppositions and also mobilizes
ambiguity. His judgement does not convert the ambigious
" situation into a decidable one; instead, it creates the undecidable
elemnent in the story by problematizing the legal point 'of view. In
my opinion, this undecidable element produces the indeterminacy
of meaning in the story's reversal of oppositions, and especially in
the nature of the ending of the story 1tself In Melville's own
words:-

The symmetry of form attajnable in pure fiction cannot -
" soreadily be achieved in a narratlmessenﬂalbrhavmg '
_less to do with fable than with fact. Truth
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L uncompwm:smgly told wm:alwayshave its ragged
edges; hence the conclusion of such & narration is apt to
: belessMshe&thananarchitecturalﬂnial (664) ‘

Melvillc weruyamrmsthgnecesdmd raggededges in the

" conclusion of such a narration, and further states that the story
continues far beyond its "proper- ¢nd:" "But though properly the -

story ends with his life, somethmginwa,y of sequel will not be.

‘amiss, Three brief chapters will suﬁce (665; Johnson points to
‘this sequel : '

1. the story of the death of Captain Vere after an

" encounter . with - the ‘French ship, the Athee; 2. a

\transcnz)uonoftbeBuédeChgartaﬂairpubnshedman

~ authorized’ naval publication, in which the characters of

the two men are reversed, with Budd r;presented as the

depravedvﬂlainandClaggartastheh&roicvlcthn.mda’

~ a description of the posthumous. mythification of Billy

" Budd by his fellow sailors and a transciption of the

wanttenbyoneofthem.wmchpresentsitsﬂfasa"

monologue spoken by Bﬂly on the eve of his exccution.

* Billy Budd's last words, ltke Melville’s own, are thus

‘spokenpoethumously-lndeedthcﬂnalhneofthestoryu
- ,utteredfmmthebouemofﬂzem.(ee)

Aﬂthesethreemdi@cmﬁﬂmtgmtmlymthe ambfgmtyof

.thcstorybutalsotottsmdetezmdnﬁtemeamng The story reverses
'}itselfbytellmgitseifmrcpeﬂuon.ltisthesﬁerythatralsesthe
~ question of ending and conclusion. It transgresses its own proper
~ end three times, andbympeaﬁng!tseﬂ'uacmestheoppoateof .
what it “"properly ‘means.” Johnson points dut that the ending '

"problematizes the very ‘idea of ‘autherity by placing its ewn-

reversalinthepagesofanaa&omedmvalchmmde (81). Billy |

Budd, Johnson concludes, is " a dramatization of the twisted

relations between knowing and doing, speaking and killing,
readmgandjudgmg.whtchmahepenticalunderstandmgand'

action so problematic (108).

In her examination of &lly Budd, Johnsm investigates the

" relations between premises or mterpretaﬁons and conclusions, -
Aand shawsthatthemadinporﬁerpretatiomam "undermined




bytheveryasmmpﬁonsmemkethempessible (Culler On .
Deconstruction 240). She: analyses what the text says about
judgememgndﬁsermtme In-this text, acﬁoa.judgementand
chatacterarerevealedastypeaofmdtng&yﬁngtolk&kmeans
and ends- and meanings. Johnson's essay, - thus, shows how
' deconstructive -criticism - proceeds "by identifying and
dlsmanthngdiﬁeremesbymcamofatherd!ﬂ'erencesthétmn'
notbeﬁxnytdenﬂﬁedordmaantkd (Johnsonx) =

Thus. we have seen that focusing on mtl: 1 '&iﬂ‘éfcnce s
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