Deconstruction

Deconstruction:


The term denotes a particular kind of practice in reading and, thereby, a method 
of criticism and mode of analytical inquiry.  In her book The Critical difference 
(1981), Barbara Johnson clarifies the term
:



Deconstruction is not synonymous with “destruction”.  It is in fact much 


closer to the original meaning of the word “analysis” itself, which 



etymologically means “to undo”— a virtual synonym for “to de-



construct”.  The deconstruction of a text does not proceed by random 


doubt or arbitrary subversion, but by the careful teasing out of warring 


forces of signification.

 
Deconstruction is not generated by extra-literary theories of psychology, politics, 
or sociology, but by those of philosophy and linguistics.  Deconstructionist critics 
believe that language is not a precise instrument.  It can never express exactly 
what we intend it to mean.  It has absolute connection with anything outside itself.  
All language is metaphoric.  Deconstructionist scrutiny aims for the logical and 
rhetorical inconsistencies between the implicit and explicit meaning of words, 
images, characters, plot, and theme.  Deconstructionists will also demonstrate 
how these confusions are disguised by the text.  Jonathan Culler explains that “to 
deconstruct a [text] is to show how it undermines the philosophy it asserts, or the 
hierarchical oppositions on which it relies”
.

Student Tasks:

1. Who are the most influential proponents of this type of critical theory?

2. What are some of the major concepts, ideas, characteristics, etc., of this type of theory?  How does one employ/use these concepts?

3. What kinds of questions would a deconstructionist reading of a text produce/pose/employ, or kinds of explorations does a deconstructionist reading encourage?

4. What are the strengths of this type of reading practice?

5. Does the group see or feel that there are some weaknesses in this type of reading?       
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