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On Language and Meaning
• Language and meaning are at the centre of Derrida’s 

approach to social theory. 
• We can begin to understand Derrida’s approach by 

examining the difficulties we experience when trying to 
define terms with precision (ex. law, crime, violence, 
terrorism, punishment, justice). Efforts to arrive at a 
fixed and settled definition - a state of affairs where 
these words (signs) completely and exclusively signify 
that thing - are complicated by the existence of 
competing interpretations and, more importantly, by the 
need to rely upon other signs to give meaning to the 
sign in question. 

• Instead, our attempt to give meaning to something 
through language necessarily involves “deferring signs 
to one another in a dynamic way to produce provisional, 
context-specific meanings” (Pavlich 2011: 169). 

• Pavlich (2011: 170) notes that “the point, in short, is 
that language works not by closing off discussion, but 
forever deferring terms to others”. Derrida uses the idea 
of différance  (a blending of ‘to differ’ and ‘to defer’) to 
explain the way that language operates through 
references to distinctions and through the deferral of 
signs. 

• This means that language is open-ended, creative, and 
participatory, and that the users of language create the 
meaning associated with a given term, paradoxically, by 
deferring to other terms. Seen in this light, concepts are 
never fixed, but are always becoming. 

• While the relationships between given signs may seem 
fixed and natural, they are in fact historically 
contingent. 

• Question: How does embracing the idea of différance, 
and the related idea that concepts are always becoming, 
change our approach to the study of socio-legal topics?

• Question: Does constant deferral render the pursuit of 
definitions futile?

Deconstruction
• If meaning is arrived at through the interplay of language, through deferral and the operation 

of grammar, it stands to reason that disrupting accepted flows of language can give rise to 
radically different meanings. Derrida introduced the concept deconstruction to explain this 
disruptive and creative practice. 

• Deconstruction is not synonymous with destruction. Rather, it aims to disrupt settled 
concepts, particularly as they involve binary oppositions between terms (persuasion and. 
coercion, citizen and outsider, presence and. absence, white and. minority, male and. female, 
good and. bad). Derrida notes that one term in a binary relationship will often be in a 
position of dominance vis a vis the other. Deconstruction involves the overturning of binary 
oppositions through the identification of implicit hierarchies, unintended meanings, 
historical contingencies, and - above all - through questioning.

• Deconstruction emerges in a reading of texts that is attentive to traces and absences - signs and associations that are not found within the 
text, but which give the text meaning.

The Becoming of Law in the Name of Justice
• One of Derrida’s most influential works on law and justice is the (1992) long-form essay Force of Law: 'The Mystical Foundations of 

Authority’, delivered as a lecture and a paper at the colloquium "Deconstruction and the Possibility of Justice". This two-part essay is based 
on an exploration of the relationship(s) between justice, law, and deconstruction, and on a close reading of Benjamin’s essay ‘Critique of 
Violence’. 

• Derrida agrees with Benjamin’s observation that law is founded on performative force (or foundational violence). Law is ultimately self-
grounding in the sense that it rests on an authority whose establishment is internal to the legal order.

• Law is distinguished by its calculability and application to the circumstances of a given case in a given socio-historical context. Justice, by 
contrast, is incalculable - it involves the striving towards something that cannot be defined or grasped in the here-and-now. Justice appears 

through the language of a decision (hence the importance of understanding 
différance and deconstruction). Law and justice appear to be mutually 
constitutive, in the sense that justice mitigates against authoritarian applications 
of law, while legal decisions, though reductionist, allow justice to appear. 
•Justice cannot be ‘fixed’ or applied in concrete terms. It exists as an open-ended 
responsibility to what-is-to-come (as does deconstruction). Derrida proposes that 
deconstruction is justice. 
•Derrida identifies three paradoxes related to the becoming of law:

• Judicial decisions are both rule-conforming and rule-extending
• Limited, calculated legal decisions must reference illimitable, 

incalculable justice
• Justice is never presentable, but justice is also ‘that which will not wait’

Jacques Derrida (1930-2004)
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