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For more than two decades, from the 1970s through the 1990s, Jacques Derrida en-
gaged in concrete, practical endeavors to assess the standing of philosophy as both an
academic discipline and a subject of study in the French educational system. His work
resulted in proposals not just to preserve but to expand dramatically the teaching and
learning of philosophy throughout France’s educational institutions. Critics of decon-
struction might hasten to characterize these activities as a clueless leap into the practi-
cal from the rather abstractly theoretical realm of “textual” deconstruction to which
they could be at best only loosely related; or to trivialize such activities as arbitrarily
undertaken, stemming from a begrudging recognition that even a deconstructionist
has to do something in this world, after all. In this paper, however, I will argue for the
claim that Derrida’s long-running, active, specific, and productive concern about the
fate of philosophy in the humanities and in French education was a direct and neces-
sary corollary of the very methods or processes of deconstruction. My argument will
proceed by quickly summarizing Derrida’s views about deconstruction’s relation to
justice as well as to politics in the form of the notorious “democracy to come,” then
showing how for Derrida education generally and the teaching and study of philoso-
phy specifically are essentially implicated in this relationship. I conclude with some
remarks concerning the question of what “philosophy” means, on a deconstructive
account, and concerning the crucial relevance of Derrida’s insights about the teaching
of philosophy in the French educational system to the world and to the United States
in particular.

Deconstruction is profoundly—indeed, essentially—connected to justice and to
the political. To see how this is true, it is necessary first to gain a clearer understanding
of the contours of justice. Derrida discusses justice in several important texts, one of
the earliest and most prominent being “Force of Law: The ‘Mystical Foundation of
Authority,” his deconstructive analysis of Walter Benjamin’s “Critique of Violence.”
Here Derrida takes care to distinguish what he calls justice from the mere application
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or enforcement of laws. It is not a question, as Specters of Marx later emphasizes, of
“calculative or distributive justice.”! Derrida shows that a deconstructive operation
reveals a paradox at the very heart of legality: a legal order always comes into being
through a kind of force. What can or does make law law—that is, what defines legality
as such—is not and cannot be internal to a particular legal order itself. The effect is
“a structure in which law is essentially deconstructible,” since any instance of a legal
system logically succeeds the moment of forcible decision that establishes it.> For Der-
rida, however, this is not “bad news” at all but rather actually a “stroke of luck,” be-
cause in addition to ensuring the perpetual possibility of deconstruction it also enables
us to recognize the relationship of justice (justesse), as the undecidability of the action
of deploying force in the founding of law, to deconstruction: “Justice in itself, if such
a thing exists, outside or beyond law, is not deconstructible. No more than deconstruc-
tion itself, if such a thing exists. Deconstruction is justice.”

Insofar as it is “not deconstructible,” however, justice—and the deconstruc-
tion that Derrida identifies with it in “Force of Law”—is paradoxical, fragile, and
unstable. This is perhaps best understood by recourse to the term “autoimmunity,”
which Derrida uses to characterize the nature of true democracy. Autoimmunity refers
to democracy’s inherent capacity to be corrupted through its dogged allowance of all
views and opinions, including those that are anti-democratic. It is sick with and in
itself; when anti-democratic forces arise and become powerful, bringing democracy
to an end, it effectively kills itself. In other words, as Derrida writes in Rogues, “De-
mocracy has always been suicidal.” Dissent makes it healthy and indeed democracy
needs dissent to remain healthy, but it can just as well and just as quickly die from it as
remain healthy. This may sound unattractive; for Derrida, however, autoimmunity is
not “an absolute ill or evil,” and it would be wrongheaded to imagine democracy could
be relieved or cured of its autoimmune condition: autoimmunity “enables an exposure
to the other, to what and to who comes—which means that it must remain incalculable.
Without autoimmunity, with absolute immunity, nothing would ever happen or arrive;
we would no longer wait, await, or expect, no longer expect one another, or expect any
event.”

The last link in the chain between deconstruction, justice, and democracy (to
come) is thus another transitive or equals sign: justice is democracy. Radical justice
carries with it at all times the potential to collapse into a legal order which would ob-
scure its origin, its moment of instituting force or decision, and which would attempt to
make itself into an other-less totality. Democracy, likewise, essentially harbors within
it the possibility of turning into its antithesis by a democratic act. It cannot foreclose
this prospect except on pain, also, of destroying itself. This is why Derrida favors
the suggestive but easily misunderstood phrase “democracy to come™: democracy is
perpetually “to come” not because in some utopian future a happy democracy will
finally arrive and “be here,” nor because any really existing democratic order will only
approximate a regulative ideal of a “perfect” democracy that will remain to come, but
because democracy can only be what it is if it does not seek to eliminate what threatens
its very (precarious) existence. It is always exposed—and, as history seems to show,
often succumbs as an eventuality—to the risk of committing suicide.

The fact that “militant and interminable political critique” serves to “translate”
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democracy to come underscores a major theme of Rogues, the hubris of the majority
of the world’s nation-states in describing themselves as democratic; it also signals the
immense importance of education to deconstruction-as-justice-as-democracy. Critique
takes place: “It is at work today; it is what’s coming, what’s happening. 1t is and it
makes history through the anxiety-provoking turmoil we are currently undergoing.”®
However, this is not an assurance of its continued strength. Indeed no ultimate guar-
antee of immunity from violent and suppressing forces can be given, but critique can
persist in its fragile yet resilient existence. In 1989, roughly in the middle of his long
involvement in matters concerning education, Derrida says, “A certain democratiza-
tion is under way, it is woefully inadequate, but if the conditions and the givens of this
process are not taken into account ... then it will be blocked or caused to fail.”” To
the extent that this democratization—however perpetually inadequate—does proceed,
then, it is due to the provision of a space for radical questioning. Derrida claims that
this space is accorded in the Humanities departments of what he calls the “uncondi-
tional” university. This is an intriguing yet paradoxical claim that now needs some
elucidation.

Derrida develops the concept of unconditionality in “The University Without Con-
dition.” For the university to be unconditional means, on one hand, that it remains ab-
solutely independent of “economic goals and interests of all sorts,” which place condi-
tions on other institutions.® It has to have freedom, literally “an unconditional freedom
to question and to assert, or even, going still further, the right to say publicly...the
principal right to say everything.” Exercising this right does not mean being respected
or appreciated; far from it. The consequence of this aspect of unconditionality, accord-
ing to Derrida, is that the university ends up opposing itself “to a great number of pow-
ers, for example, to state powers ... to economic powers ... to the powers of the media,
ideological, religious and cultural powers, and so forth—in short, to all the powers that
limit democracy to come.”'® And its opposition provokes retaliation. “Unconditional”
then also means, on the other hand and simultaneously, aporetically, that the university
is incredibly vulnerable: “I also say ‘without condition’ to let one hear the connotation
of ‘without power’ and ‘without defense.” Because it is absolutely independent, the
university is also an exposed, tendered citadel, to be taken, often destined to capitulate
without condition, to surrender unconditionally.”'" In a way similar to the democracy
to come, “This university without condition does not, in fact, exist, as we know only
too well. Nevertheless, in principle and in conformity with its declared vocation, its
professed essence, it should remain an ultimate place of critical resistance.”'?

Hence the university is effectively the site of autoimmunity in the pedagogical do-
main. Rogues, one of whose key themes is autoimmunity, also makes the connection
between unconditionality and deconstruction in declaring that the latter, “if something
of the sort exists, would remain above all, in my view, an unconditional rationalism
that never renounces—and precisely in the name of the Enlightenment to come, in
the space to be opened up of a democracy to come—the possibility of suspending in
an argued, deliberated, rational fashion, all conditions, hypotheses, conventions, and
presuppositions, and of criticizing unconditionally all conditionalities, including those
that still found the critical idea.”"* “The University Without Condition” further speci-
fies that the university is in a sense the locus of this possibility, and the departments of
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humanities in particular the sites of the “originary and privileged place of presentation,
of manifestation, of safekeeping” of the principle of unconditionality, which is to say
of the practice of radical critique. Derrida is emphatic on this point: “deconstruction
(and I am not at all embarrassed to say so and even to claim) has its privileged place in
the university and in the Humanities as the place of irredentist resistance.”"

The role of the teaching, learning, and study of philosophy is the final component
of the connection stretching from deconstruction through justice and democracy to
education. Derrida insists often on the “right” to philosophy, indeed even titling the
impressive collection of his texts on education Right to Philosophy (Du Droit a la
Philosophie). The semantic range of the phrase is surprising: of/on the right to (do or
have) philosophy, of the right (proper) to philosophy, from right (or even “justice”)
to philosophy, speaking about right 7o philosophy, going right to philosophy, right at
philosophy, and so on. A key dimension of the right to philosophy is the deconstructive
determination of whose right it is. In “The Right to Philosophy from a Cosmopolitical
Point of View,” Derrida draws the thread through: “it seems to me impossible to disso-
ciate the motif of the right to philosophy-from-the-cosmopolitical-point-of-view from
the motif of a democracy to come.... 1 do not believe that the right to philosophy ...
is dissociable from a movement of effective democratization.”" Philosophy rightfully
belongs to everyone. Far from being confined to an isolated scholastic discipline, it

must be everywhere, is everywhere—not only in the university, but on the radio,
within the speeches of the politicians, and so on and so forth. It is everywhere.
It is everywhere in the academy. There is philosophy at work in literature, in
physics, and so on and so forth. Nevertheless, in addition to that, we should
have a specialized training, professional training, for philosophy. Otherwise ...
philosophy everywhere could become a terrible dogmatic weapon. So that’s a
paradox in the topology of its discipline. '

And in its academic locale philosophy is an indicator of sorts: “questions concerning
the teaching of philosophy are inseparable from those concerning teaching and re-
search in all disciplines at all levels. And they are indissociable from the great question
of democracy to come.”"” “All levels” means it is not just legitimate but imperative to
prevent the erosion of philosophical course work from secondary school, for example,
and to seek to expand it there.

The foregoing elaboration of a necessary relation between deconstruction and its
justice and democratic politics on one hand, and education and philosophy on the other,
shows that Derrida’s sustained interventions in educational practices in France were
grounded in and inseparable from deconstructive operations. His prolonged engage-
ments in educational transformation began with the Research Group on the Teaching
of Philosophy (Groupe de Recherches sur I’Enseignement Philosophique, or Greph).
The group formed in 1974-1975 after the Ministry of Education issued a report an-
nouncing reductions in the number of teaching positions via the CAPES (Certificat
d’aptitude professionelle d’enseignement sécondaire, “certificate of professional apti-
tude in secondary education”) and the agrégation, national exams that qualify takers
to teach, as civil servants of France, in secondary schools and universities. Greph
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denounced this “de facto destruction of the teaching of philosophy” and continued to
resist when in June 1975 the Haby proposal-—named after then-educational minister
René Haby—sought to restrict even further the teaching of philosophy in secondary
schools.' Greph called for, and Derrida played a prominent role in, the 1979 Estates
General of Philosophy, where over 1,200 teachers and scholars of philosophy and oth-
er subjects, as well as non-academics, convened to share their concern about the fate
of philosophy in the French educational system. With Frangois Mitterand’s election in
1981, the Haby reform was abandoned and the promise was made to stop the decline
and even expand the teaching of philosophy in schools (the latter never came to pass).
In 1983, working on a committee under the Minister of Research, Derrida saw through
the founding of the College International de Philosophie, whose “mission is to provide
a place for research, particularly in philosophy, that existing institutions either forbid
or marginalize” and which thus “does not require the kind of teaching or research ac-
creditation demanded by other institutions.”" After serving as the College’s first direc-
tor, he remained invested in the vitality of the newly fledged institution. And in 1988
Derrida sat, at the request of Pierre Bourdieu and Frangois Gros, on the committee
on Philosophy and Epistemology, whose 1989 report again proposed expanding the
teaching of philosophy throughout secondary schools. According to Derrida, this was
an opportunity “to form a study group and to make proposals: in complete freedom,
without being committed to respect the wishes of anyone in power, reciprocity in this
regard being also rigorously the case;” perhaps unsurprisingly, then, “the government
did not choose to follow our advice.”

It should thus be clear that these different investigations, proposals, and acts—not
to mention the voluminous writings, lectures, interviews, and other texts relating to
them—owed both their thorough specificity and the spiritedly critical energy that un-
derwrote them to Derrida’s deconstructionist convictions. He did not merely “happen”
to pursue them. In a wider sense, then, there is reason to have confidence that the fore-
going discussion should go some distance in putting to rest hostilities based on simple
distortions or misperceptions of deconstruction: for example, that it is utterly non-
sensical, unwittingly vague or deliberately slippery and evasive, an apolitical or anti-
practical textual aestheticism, a thoroughgoing relativism that undermines any and all
truth claims and renders everything and everyone helpless, etc.?! As Derrida astutely
notes, “There’s nothing new about this: each time a philosopher, ensconced in his or
her philosophical niche, doesn’t understand another philosopher, another philosophi-
cal language, other premises, other rules or other logical or theoretical procedures,
other discursive or pedagogical setups, each time s/he wants to attack them or remove
their legitimacy, s/he simply says: this is no longer philosophy.”** Deconstruction is
“other” to certain sorts of philosophy in this sense, but this does not mean it simply and
crudely seeks to erase these or to bury past philosophers. So, for example, the question
of what, out of the entire history of philosophy, should make it into a single class or
even a whole course of study in philosophy, which still naturally must have definite
temporal limits, is not easily answerable. Yet for Derrida this is only a symptom of the
general condition. Apparent certainty about the canon has always been no more than
that: apparent. So it is in one sense a question of “the transformation, the deformation
of the corpus” of the history of philosophy, but only insofar as a certain delusion might
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mistake a limb for the entire body; at the same time Derrida can say that “canons ...
should be protected at any price.”* He continues:

And even if you want to deconstruct philosophy or if you want to think of the
limits of philosophy, of the special kind of limits of philosophy, you have not
only to philosophize in a general and a historical way but to be trained in the
history of philosophy and to go on learning and teaching philosophy. That is
why I am true to philosophy.*

It might be said that this both is and is not philosophy. For Derrida, however, “The
question of knowing what can be called ‘philosophy’ has always been the very ques-
tion of philosophy, its heart, its origin, its life-principle.... I will always find it hard to
understand of a question about philosophy that it is simply non-philosophical”* In
light of the tentative, “woefully inadequate” democratization Derrida claims is under-
way in the contemporary world, the question of what philosophy is—what counts as
philosophy—becomes a universal one.

The right to philosophy may thus be a “worldwide political question” that calls for
or just is the opening up of a cosmopolitical dimension.? This is certainly a prominent
motif in Derrida’s 1991 lecture at UNESCO, as well as and more importantly in the
structure of the Collége International de Philosophie in terms of “the presence of
foreigners in the direction and decision-making as well as in the research groups” and
other aspects.?” Even if the right to philosophy does involve pressing beyond the con-
ventional boundaries of nation-state sovereignty, Derrida’s interventions in France can
still serve as a vivid and sorely needed example for the United States, where accord-
ing to philosopher John McCumber, departments of philosophy closed at the rate of
one hundred per year between 1992 and 1996,% and where virtually any institutional
exposure to philosophy occurs at the post-secondary level if it occurs at all. The op-
portunity to learn a valuable lesson may be squandered, however, unless the discipline
takes a deconstructive cue and has occasion to reflect upon itself. Unfortunately, there
appears as yet to be but a dim chance of this; according to McCumber, assessing the
situation, “The idea that such a thing [as deconstruction] could even be worth doing,
let alone that it could have any right to be called philosophy, continues to be foreign to
most American philosophers.”?
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