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RÉSUMÉ Jacques Derrida est parmi les philosophes de la « déconstruction » qui a le
plus démontré d’intérêt pour le concept d’archives. Jusqu’à présent, les archivistes ont
ignoré ses travaux. Cet essai présente trois raisons justifiant cette négligence. Il soutien
de plus que la relation entre « déconstruction » et pratique archivistique se décrit le
mieux par un rapport simultané de tension et d’intimité.

ABSTRACT Among philosophers, none has shown more interest in the concept of
archives than deconstructionist Jacques Derrida. Yet archivists have virtually ignored
his work. This essay offers three reasons for this neglect, and then proposes that the
relationship between deconstruction and archival practice is best described as one of
simultaneous tension and intimacy.

There should be an implicit contract, a supposed affinity, as if a question should always
be first authorized by a place, legitimated in advance by a determined space that makes
it both rightful and meaningful, thus making it possible and by the same token neces-
sary, both legitimate and inevitable.

Jacques Derrida

Among modern philosophers, Jacques Derrida is one of the few to have
shown a serious interest in questions concerning archives. Yet archivists
have so far largely ignored the French philosopher’s works. This article
briefly probes the reasons behind this neglect, considers why archives figure
so prominently in Derrida’s philosophy, and discusses the relationship
between archives and deconstruction – one, this article contends, of intimate
tension. Though numerous reasons undoubtedly lie behind Derrida’s unpop-
ularity among archivists, we discuss three such explanations here: a tradi-
tional general lack of any sustained interest in philosophy in much of the
archival community; the difficulty of reading Derrida’s work; and the appar-
ently irreconcilable differences between the postmodern concept of “textual-
ity,” which interests Derrida, and the qualities of “recordness,” which
concern archivists. An examination of the main features of the architectural
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notion termed “tensegrity” provides concrete illustration of deconstructive
action.

This article will attempt to show how Derrida’s deconstructive practice
weaves the phenomenon of archives into the fabric of human knowledge and
existence. It is “archiving” that provides people with the power to generate
and share meaning and to establish, amongst themselves, the identities of all
things within the world. For Derrida, however, the exploitation of this possi-
bility also begets numerous philosophical conundrums of an ethical, intellec-
tual, and political nature, which we will be discussing shortly. This, briefly, is
why the concept of archives occupies such a prominent place in his philoso-
phy. Thus, the amount of attention that Derrida has devoted to the question of
archives, as disturbing as it may sometimes seem and as unwelcome as it may
be, effectively elevates archives to a position of significance it has seldom
occupied in other scholarly writings beyond the archival community. 
 Reactions from outside the archival community to Derrida’s philosophy
have ranged from high praise to bitter denunciation. Some endorse it as a pro-
ductive method for generating new perspectives on and critiques of various
issues and matters. In fact, Derrida’s philosophy can very effectively – some
would say too effectively – open up alternative ways of reading that disturb
conventional understandings of individual texts, institutions and social prac-
tices, and particular events and circumstances. Deconstruction has been use-
ful, to cite some examples, in the fields of architecture, management science,
legal studies, literary theory, organizational theory, public administration,
social theory, and even religious and theological studies. Other observers,
while acknowledging deconstruction’s critical power, complain of its lack of
intellectual resolution, positive conclusions, and practical recommendations.
Still others have found Derrida’s philosophy to be incomprehensible, ethically
hollow, and lacking in moral traction.1 Sometimes even sympathetic readers,
attracted to its radical political possibilities, acknowledge deconstruction’s
political pliability and relativism, its suitability, for example, as a justification
for nihilism and reactionary politics. More unscrupulous critics have even
made crude and preposterous ad hominem remarks suggesting links with fas-
cism based on Derrida’s intense interest in the works of Nietzsche and
Heidegger.2

Thus, the archival community aside, deconstruction has never won anything
close to wide or unqualified acceptance within broader circles, and Derrida
himself sometimes appears as something of an enigmatic figure, even among
some of those who find profit in reading his work.3 Certainly, deconstruction
no longer enjoys the same popularity among academics that it did during its
heyday in the 1970s and 1980s. Sometimes (with some sense of relief no
doubt) its opponents have ridiculed deconstruction as nothing more than a
passing academic fashion now fading from view, characterizing it as a
designer philosophy fashioned by the self-consciously trend-setting French,
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and, for a time, embraced by other academics, equally susceptible to trends,
especially in North America.4 Yet Derrida’s philosophy continues to attract
attention and praise from more than a few scholars. One can find ongoing
evidence, sometimes under different names and other guises, of a subtle yet
powerful deconstructive influence at work in many disparate regions of con-
temporary culture – reaching even into the language and ideas of some who
have worked arduously for its demise. Indeed, its reach may now be in some
respects greater and its presence better tolerated precisely because people
believe that deconstruction – certainly as so identified – has now largely disap-
peared from the scene. As one sympathetic critic of deconstruction has
observed, sometimes nothing succeeds better than failure.5

Before turning to explanations of deconstruction’s failure in the archival
community, a word of warning may be in order. This essay’s primary concern
is the relationship between archival practice and the concept of archives found
in deconstruction. The claim of this essay is that the concept of archives is
deeply imbedded throughout the entire corpus of Derrida’s philosophy.
Among archivists, however, Derrida’s Archive Fever6 is the only one of his
works that has received more than passing notice, undoubtedly because of its
title. Yet, in Archive Fever he pursues archival themes that he had already
examined for many years under sometimes different names. The book’s con-
sideration of archival matters is only more obvious here than in his previous
writing. Even though Derrida had not always explicitly named “archives” as a
subject of discourse, he had constantly discussed and embroidered upon a
cluster of crucial concepts – concepts that have deeply marked a phenomenon
that most archivists take for granted in defining and pursuing their mission:
the status of writing in human society. 

More precisely, it is necessary to understand that Derrida simultaneously
construes writing as one of several important metaphors for archiving, and
archiving as one of numerous metaphors for writing. It will also help to keep
in mind that the notions of both writing and archiving are metaphorically asso-
ciated with concepts of memory and preservation, and vice versa, and even
with the formation and operation of consciousness.7 This should not come as a
surprise, as Derrida seems to believe that language unavoidably carries meta-
phorical resonance – and thereby never quite yields the literal meanings its
users intend to express.8 Thus, when Derrida writes about archives, the discus-
sion stretches beyond and beneath our profession’s conception of archives. By
the same token, when he dwells on the thematics of “writing,” when he intro-
duces seemingly recondite notions of “difference,” “trace,” and “origins,” and
when he deals with the issues of “presence” and “absence,” being and mean-
ing (all concepts we will touch on later), he is addressing concerns that ulti-
mately carry consequences for the archival community’s conception of what
the preservation of records actually accomplishes, and what significance lies
within and beyond the language archivists use to enunciate their purposes. To
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claim that Derrida’s treatment of archives distorts and trespasses upon the
true, that is, archivists’ meaning of archives, or to contend that his “archival”
conceptualizations, preoccupations, and concerns are so different as to be vir-
tually irrelevant to proper archival practice, is to sidestep the challenges in his
questions and to miss an opportunity to deepen our appreciation of the keep-
ing of archives.

Why, then, if the concept of archives figures so prominently in Derrida’s
work has the archival community failed to register much interest in his writ-
ings? First, and most obvious, only a very small minority of archivists have
ever found that philosophy of any kind offers them much theoretical interest
or practical utility. Apart from sporadic invocations of one philosophy or
another, and an occasional foray into the philosophy of science in search of
models and arguments relating to the value of theory for archival practice,
archivists have seldom felt the urge to employ philosophy in accounting for
what they do, for what they claim to know, and for what they believe to be jus-
tifiable in what they profess to do. This disregard may be partly due to a belief
in certain tenets concerning the fundamental incompatibility between philo-
sophical and historical approaches, that is, between understandings of the
human experience that transcend time and those that are historically contin-
gent and gain validity from historical context. 

In addition, increasing numbers of archivists – sometimes overtly, some-
times less discernibly – have been recently promoting the image of a pro-
fession that is, not to put too fine a point on it, “business-like.” The
self-fashioning of a professional ethos of pragmatism – bolstered by the pro-
fession’s concomitant discovery of the “authentic” archivist, the ancient, orig-
inal archivist who occupied a place near the active center of public or
corporate administration – seems almost to preclude any systematic forays
into philosophy. Philosophy is generally regarded as being incompatible with
pragmatic preoccupations – as too far removed from the world of practical
archival concern. Moreover, the technologically-induced crisis of electronic
records has encouraged increasing numbers in the community to dawn a cor-
porate, “business” mantle.9 All records are becoming characterized as “busi-
ness” records, and all aspects of archival practice as “business processes.” 

If deconstruction philosophy represents only one of several postmodern
intellectual fashions that have temporarily beguiled many academics, some
archivists, especially those seeking to meet the challenges of electronic and
other contemporary records, have themselves turned to writings from the
equally trend-conscious worlds of management science and organizational
theory. Record keepers at the forefront of theoretical and methodological
developments have been drawing increasingly on the teachings and rhetoric of
administrative science, public administration, information management,
knowledge management, information engineering, business process reengi-
neering, workflow studies, systems analysis, and enterprise reengineering, to



68 Archivaria 48

name just a few. These are fields in which the creation of new fashions in con-
cepts, theories, and terminology is no less evident than among some academic
proponents of postmodernism and poststructuralism. 

This is not to say that the organizational and management science literature
is devoid of important insights to offer archivists facing new and daunting
institutional and technological challenges. Some of the work in these fields,
often itself interdisciplinary in approach, is providing record keepers with
fresh and important perspectives on organizations and institutions. Most
important, perhaps, record keepers have been anxious to exploit the growing
emphases on “information,” “media,” and “knowledge” as essential social and
organizational resources, and values. The frequent reduction of social and
organizational challenges to strategic problems involving information, infor-
mation technology, and information or knowledge management has an under-
standable appeal for record keepers – leaving aside the issue of the differences
between “information” and “records.” 

At the same time, it is also important to realize that the various disciplines
falling within the organizational and management sciences’ discourse and tra-
ditions, as well as those of information management, are themselves heavily
beholden to borrowed concepts and methods, those of engineering, psychol-
ogy, and sociology. And what the organizational and management sciences
have appropriated from these disciplines in addressing information manage-
ment issues in turn comes, as a number of historians have shown, with its own
historical baggage. This consists of political, social, cultural, and institu-
tional perspectives and biases on the nature of individuals, institutions, organi-
zations, corporations, and society.10 The archival appropriation of “informa-
tion,” “knowledge,” and “engineering” tools is, therefore, not entirely
innocent.11 

Most important for our purposes, however, the preoccupation with these
perspectives has inclined archivists, including those drawing up archival edu-
cational curricula, to draw even farther away from critical philosophical
engagement with issues and questions related to knowledge. In particular,
archivists have shown little interest in questions concerning what makes it
possible for people to claim access to knowledge of what are habitually called
the “present” and the “past” – in what anchors our faith in the communication
of meaning over time. Nor have they inquired into how the information-han-
dling practices of societies and institutions in history have influenced the con-
struction of human, individual, and social identity, as well as narratives of
action created through acts of record-making and record-keeping. Moreover,
ever since Peter Drucker wrote of the rise of “knowledge workers” and pre-
dicted that knowledge would soon replace industrial and manufactured goods
as capitalism’s primary commodity,12 the determination of what “knowledge”
connotes no longer resides exclusively in the hands of academic philosophers.
Similarly, information engineers have been taking over the heavily philosoph-
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ical notion of “ontology” to describe a methodology for systems software
development.

In summary, the archival community has shown little interest in exploring
possibilities for erecting any philosophical scaffolding for archival theory and
practice, both of which in fact carry serious epistemological and ontological
weight. A longstanding indifference, if not aversion, to philosophy – along
with competition from powerful contemporary currents of thought and interest
– help account for the persisting exclusion of philosophy from archivists’ pur-
view. We might mention again that archivists, often operating under severe
resource restraints, deem philosophy unhelpful in the face of practical prob-
lems. Yet, the growing number of academic positions devoted to training
professional archivists begins to make this intellectual neglect less under-
standable. 

A second, more specific reason for Derrida’s unpopularity among archivists
(and others) concerns the difficulty of reading his works. Unfortunately,
accounting for this difficulty virtually requires an explanation of Derrida’s
philosophy. Why he writes what he writes and the way he chooses to write,
together form a single problem. His primary concerns are, after all, how – and
how well – certain notions of language and writing have served philosophy’s
literary efforts to account for the conditions of human existence, knowledge,
and reality. 

There is no denying that reading deconstruction can be rough going. It does
not repay casual browsing. Certainly, it does not easily accommodate a culture
whose pace, some might argue, often predisposes individuals to intellectual
fast food and against lengthy, time-consuming exposition. In a way, decon-
struction positions itself athwart of a culture increasingly prone to speed read-
ing, anxious to locate the bottom “line,” and reach the intellectual pith – the
core meaning presumed to await our discovery. Brief essays, snapshot
reviews, visual aids done up in “slide show” or “PowerPoint” form, sound
bytes, advertising spots, and system models and diagrams – Derrida’s writing
concedes nothing to and implicitly casts doubt upon the reductive pretensions
of all such communicative efforts. Such methods – in truth, all methods of rep-
resentation – foster inflated expectations about what language has the power
to deliver, and be. When the thesis or message within a piece of writing
appears clear, unequivocal, and insightful, this is merely an indication that it
has more effectively obscured the repression that inevitably occurs when peo-
ple use language to help others focus on the heart of the matter.13 All pro-
cesses resulting in the representation of meaning – all meaning – is necessarily
repressive; its price of purchase is the perpetration – intentional or uninten-
tional – of exclusionary “violence.”14 

Although it has been described as such, deconstruction is not simply a form
of literary criticism, as some have claimed – even merely a method of criti-
cism per se, as others have assumed.15 The elliptical style of Derrida’s writing,
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shot through with punning, metaphorical allusion, and other tropes, reflects
the operation of a serious philosophical purpose, as others have argued.16 In
short, the virtual inseparability of his style, method, and philosophy is what
makes his writing difficult to follow. Indeed, each is almost indistinguishable
from the others. This fusion of style, method, and philosophy reflects the vir-
tually impossible philosophical task Derrida has set for himself. He is con-
cerned with what he takes to be the problematical relationship between
popular concepts of “writing” and the need humans have to communicate and
to establish a relationship to a worldly reality through their various signs and
means of symbolization. Derrida works his own language in order to demon-
strate a fundamental difficulty: that it is virtually impossible even to say any-
thing decisive or conclusive – meaningful – about writing itself. One cannot
convey anything definitive about writing because language and writing them-
selves have no such expressive power – or perhaps, more accurately, too much
power to impart to us. The power of language to generate meaning is more (or
less) than what any single author can hope to cope with. The reason for this, as
we will now show, is that the writing that humans do functions as much to
obscure and defer meaning as to fix it permanently. 

There are two issues here that, ultimately, hold implications for the concept
of archives. First, what does the “deferral” of meaning mean? and second, how
can someone who holds the above kinds of views justify recording them in his
writing? First, then, what about the notion of writing as an act of “deferral?”
For Derrida, the very premises upon which our commitment to writing rest
themselves establish limits to communication that writing cannot breach. To
write is already to concede the necessity of placing our fate in others’ hands,
so to speak. Writing, by its nature, suspends its own consummation of mean-
ing. The certification of meaning as “the meaning” of a particular piece of
writing inevitably requires the endorsement of a subsequent reading. It is other
readers’ interpretations that ratify the “original,” “genuine” meaning of the
work. 

But the inevitability of deferral involves more than suspending the meaning
of a document until others have read or misread it (a process which can
include the author “himself”). For Derrida, deconstruction begins whenever
writing begins. Instances of communication always already partially disable
themselves from within, even before what most people recognize as “writing”
begins. That is, writings somehow always deconstruct themselves. By its very
nature, so to speak, language-in-use limits its own expressive power. To see
what lies behind this assertion, it is necessary to turn to one of Derrida’s key
notions, differance.17 

Like many of Derrida’s concepts, differance is not easy to grasp. For his
idea of differance, Derrida, like many poststructuralists, is heavily indebted to
Ferdinand de Saussure, the late nineteenth, early twentieth-century French lin-
guist and progenitor of the idea of structuralism. Saussure proposed that the
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individual words that comprise the language systems that humans use to com-
municate possess no status in themselves. Words carry no self-contained sense
or meaning, no intrinsic “linguistic value.” Signs do not come naturally
endowed with some power to help individuals refer to particular objects or
phenomena in the world. That is, the correspondence among (1) the signs we
compose, (2) what these signs mean (their content), and (3) actual objects in
the world is not a self-evident one. Rather, meaning arises from the internal
differentiations among a network of signs in a language system. For their
meaning, words are beholden to a play of difference among terms forming
part of an unending chain of references occurring within a language system.18

Words possess no essence, only difference. Thus, 

the signified concept is never present in and of itself, in sufficient presence that would
refer only to itself. Essentially, (that is, of its being) and lawfully every concept is
inscribed in a chain or in a system within which it refers to the other, to other concepts,
by means of the systematic play of differences.

The implication of this play of difference is that meaning owes its existence
to something that is absent – to what it lacks – as much as to what is present to
it and within it. This being the case, all marks, all signs that populate our lives,
are mere “traces” – another key Derridean term. The concept of trace suggests
something present to us; however, it simultaneously strongly signifies that
something is absent. It signifies incompleteness. That is (as archivists
acknowledge from referring to artifacts and records as traces), traces always
intimate that the thing itself, the “real thing,” is not fully present, is not there.
Language itself, according to Derrida, is made up of traces – and only traces.
Thus, if words themselves are mere traces – artifacts – then something, some
difference, is always left over, left behind. In each instance of word use, the
very process of writing creates a blank space, a hollowing, awaiting fulfill-
ment. Hence, the system is never a tidy structure of words, each of which
peacefully co-exists with other words fully possessing their own meanings.
There are no “complete” self-contained words, only traces – traces of differ-
ence. Derrida, understandably, discusses mostly what difference is not. (“Dif-
ferance is neither a word nor concept.”)19 This is, of course, because
differance is itself only another trace. 

It is important to notice that the above notions of deferral and trace strongly
resonate with intimations of temporality. Both involve the elusive problem of
time’s effects on writing’s retention of persistent, integral structures of being
and meaning – its archival capacity. In French, the verbal infinitive différer
means both to differ and to defer. To defer harbours an ineluctable element of
temporality, of temporal delay. To defer is to postpone or adjourn; it also
implies to save for a later date, to preserve – to keep in reserve – for later
expenditure or future completion. However, to defer also bears a second and
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not unrelated connotation: it also entails a hierarchical relationship of author-
ity and deference, dominance and subordination, centrality and marginality,
superiority and inferiority between commonly paired terms: nature-culture,
appearance-reality, primary-secondary, presence-absence, sameness-differ-
ence, original-copy, inside-outside, form-content, context-content. Neverthe-
less, the binary structures and values that such pairs comprise always fall short
of achieving states of pure, absolute difference or opposition. That is, neither
member of any binary structure ever entirely succeeds in perfectly eradicating
the presence of the absent other, a trace of the other from its midst. Thus, the
ether of trace, differance, and deferral which permeates language preserves
disturbances, though not complete reversals of constructed linguistic hierar-
chies, indeed, of the latent biases and prejudices in the language we use.
 Writing, then, is merely the most obvious form of temporal delay, for signs
in all their forms engender delay. No word, no sign, ever “takes time off”20 to
remain fully present and self-identical. Signs unavoidably become swept up in
the movement of delay and difference, of traces leaving traces. Efforts to over-
come time’s effects on meaning through writing are doomed to fail because
writing itself structures delay even as it sets down structures of ostensibly
fully present meaning free of any trace of differance and absence (a point we
will examine more closely later). As one literary theorist has written, it is in
the very nature of writing, and of language, not to be confined to specific
structures of meaning.21 The force of this constant movement undermines De
Saussure’s notion of a comprehensive, synchronic, and self-enclosed language
system (langue) enabling the possibility of frozen moments of fully meaning-
ful individual speech events (parole). Time’s relentless motility disrupts and
delays the achievement of a perfectly coordinated and stable language system,
a population of peacefully co-existing meanings, an authoritative repository of
commonly shared terms. System – a condition outside of time – and the work-
ings of time exist together in unavoidable tension. Time, creator of difference,
inevitably defers or postpones arrival at stable structure – whether of lan-
guages, writing, societies, records, or record systems.22

Writing, then (including Derrida’s), is a strategy without finality.23 This is
because there is no supreme court of settlement outside of writing – and out-
side time – to which we can appeal to establish the full presence of meaning.
All such appeals must themselves necessarily pass through language. As such,
the permanence of writing and the deferral of meaning actually invoke one
another. Archiving depends on tracing, and tracing induces archiving. Each
one of this pair provides the conditions for the other’s continual emergence
into and deferral of being.24 

We come now to the second point. How can someone who holds the above
views about writing as the tracing of differance set out to write about and dem-
onstrate this? How does one begin to write about the limited capacity of lan-
guage to satisfy our bid to communicate meaningfully?25 How can anyone
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who holds this position do anything but remain silent, withdraw from writing?
Yet how might one make one’s silence understood other than by “breaking”
silence? The need to cope with his seemingly self-refuting position and funda-
mentally paradoxical situation is partly what drives Derrida to write as he
does. Derrida knows he has no choice but to speak, to break silence. By neces-
sity, then, Derrida’s deconstructive practice requires that he address this prob-
lem. And he does so in his writing by simultaneously engaging in analysis and
performance. He must write, but he must also comment on writing’s betrayal –
all in the same stroke. It is what he might call a double gesture. All writing,
the entire corpus of historical writing, he would say, is also the history of
writing.

Two issues emerge from Derrida’s apparent self-refutation: one concerns
the status of Derrida as author – is he not, finally, an author attempting to con-
vey meaning to readers of books? – and the second, the very complex relation-
ship between deconstruction and the concept of metaphysics. In the interests
of brevity, we only glimpse the second issue.

First, Derrida concedes the inevitability of humans engaging in moments of
interpretation. Humans will always interpret. Derrida recognizes the obvious –
that humans need to establish a reliable basis for access to stable, enduring
knowledge and meaning – to name, define, explain, understand, and control
“reality.” Philosophers name this effort to develop an ultimate system that can
account for the reality of phenomena in the world “metaphysics.” (Indeed,
according to Heidegger, philosophy simply is metaphysics.) Derrida acknowl-
edges, indeed stresses, that it is impossible to overcome metaphysics. In other
words, he knows that in order to conduct their lives as individuals and as com-
munities, human societies – certainly Western society, at least – strive to
impose pure meaning on the words they use and worldly objects they encoun-
ter. We need to name, that is, to share names of things and social entities in our
world, to ascribe to all things identities and meanings that we can “all” agree
fit, including things within ourselves. We assign “proper names,” and “proper-
ties,” to things just like we name people. The survival of communities depends
on our capacity to stick labels on things. It is how we control – and make – our
environment. (Those archivists who have climbed the heights in search of
metadata will appreciate that this is what lies behind the preservation of
names, and indeed, the possibility of naming.) According to Derrida, meta-
physics itself is the name for the centuries-long project whose objective is to
confirm and fully realize the possibility of building up an exhaustive reposi-
tory of names that correspond with objects, events, and phenomena in the
world. 

It is this permanent metaphysical condition within and against which
deconstruction works. All one can do is re-sign texts, as it were. For Derrida, it
is important to examine putatively “successful” instances of naming, that is,
writing, from a critical standpoint. Why does Derrida feel it necessary to
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deconstruct metaphysics? Derrida’s practice harbours a political interest, that
of deconstructing the conditions that serve to determine description, that is, to
govern the naming of what and how the world’s reality is, or should be. He is
interested in naming’s power to impose as natural, truths about and true names
for the realities of the world – which turn out always to be instances of the pre-
tensions of particular individuals and groups to determine these realities.
Therefore, metaphysics is as unending as is deconstruction. More to the point,
deconstruction takes on the never ending ethical responsibility of naming what
inevitably remains unnamed in our writing, of eliciting the silenced voicings
and concealed meanings that simultaneously dwell within the world’s writ-
ings, and yet beyond the limits of the “reality” upon which sovereign, propri-
etorial authors claim to bestow true names.

Necessarily working within the walls of metaphysics, then, and recogniz-
ing the impossibility of ever permanently escaping the need to name, Derr-
ida resorts to a writing, that is, naming strategy that makes his work
difficult to read. His seemingly impossible mission is to demonstrate the
breaching forces of differance and trace within metaphysical structure,
where we work out life’s meanings, without succumbing to metaphysics.
Derrida attempts to show the endemic limits of the very structures, or sys-
tems, within which he, and all of us, must work. He examines in minute
detail instances of writing’s imperious tendency to shape and reduce all
things to stable meanings, pure identities, sovereign names, first principles,
and essential truths. Like a ghost, deconstruction haunts the house of meta-
physics, a philosophical questioning of philosophy’s project of building per-
manent housing in which the writing of being and meaning can prosper.
Our archives of knowledge and existence is inevitable, and also ineffable.
This is why Derrida is regarded as a “poststructuralist.” He works against,
yet remains within the structure of metaphysics – that is, the metaphysics of
structure, to which we turn next. 

Here, then, it is worth pausing to examine more closely the notion of struc-
ture, undoubtedly one of the most important intellectual concepts to emerge
from twentieth-century scholarly discourse. The intriguing architectural
notion of “tensegrity” may enable us to better appreciate the implications and
possibilities inherent within deconstruction’s approach to structures – whether
of buildings, organizations, language, or writing26 – as systems that are inher-
ently exposed to the stress of self-generated changes of state. Tensesgrity, a
concatenation of “tensional integrity,” is an architectural design principle that
the renowned architect R. Buckminster Fuller first articulated in the 1920s. In
the 1940s, the American sculptor Kenneth Snelson, a student of Fuller’s,
coined the term and then further developed and applied his mentor’s principles
to his own sculptural work. Today, one can see the principles of tensegrity at
work in the “tensegritoys” carried by children’s science toy stores. 

Tensional integrity is the principal characteristic of an architectural design
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system in which structures achieve stability through the countervailing forces
of constant “compression” and “tension.” Even in instances where tensegrity
structures change their shape, both compression and tension are necessary to
prevent structural failure. Thus, two complementary yet antagonistic types of
forces come into play in the creation of stability in tensegrity structures.
Forces that draw the elements of a structure closer together, “compression,”
and others that pull them farther apart, “tension,” working against one another,
somehow accomplish structural integrity. This seems almost counterintui-
tive.27 Nevertheless, if this appears implausible Fuller went so far as to suggest
that the two forces are not equal and that in fact the primary constituent of the
world’s structures is not compression, but tension:

Compression is that “realistic hard core” that men love to refer to, and its reality was
universal, ergo comprehensive. Man must now break out of that habit and learn to play
nature’s game where tension is primary and where tension explains the coherence of
the whole. Compression is convenient, very convenient, but always secondary and dis-
continuous.28

It is also important to notice that tensegrity structures transmit their tension
across entire structures. Move one of its points and the entire structure
changes its shape. Thus, “tension is continuously transmitted across all struc-
tural members. In other words, an increase in tension in one of the members
results in increased tension in members throughout the structure – even on the
opposite side.”29 Indeed, Hugh Kenner characterized tensegrity structures
as “lifted outward by a hidden tensional system. It resembles a contained
explosion.”30 

More pertinently, Fuller’s “compression” and “tension” seem to approach
deconstruction’s view of instances of writing whose apparently pure self-con-
tained transparencies of meaning actually harbour within themselves the con-
stant stress between stability, on the one hand, and “difference” and “trace” on
the other, and between structure (stability) and time (movement, anti-struc-
ture). In addition, tension and compression, like other binary terms, elude
absolute definition because of their unstable nature; they contain traces of
each other. According to Fuller, “No tension member is innocent of compres-
sion, and no compression member is innocent of tension. Tension and com-
pression are inseparable and coordinate functions of structural systems.”31

Attempts to stabilize structures by applying greater compression induce forces
of tension, and conversely, inducing tension to achieve structural stability will
evoke the forces of compression. 

Applied both in practical applications and for explanatory purposes, the
principles of tensional integrity have spread far beyond the fields of architec-
ture and building design to biology, organizational analysis,32 and even object-
oriented software design and development. Though not mentioning decon-
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struction, one author has even suggested that tensegrity principles may find
their most useful application in philosophy.33 

And, indeed, deconstruction seems to converge in some measure with the
notion of tensional integrity. In its implicit focus on the management of the
potentially disruptive effects of the energy resident within structures, tensional
integrity verges on Derrida’s understanding of the destabilizing effects of
energy residing within the various structures of writing. (Derrida draws on
French intellectual George Bataille to develop his ideas about energy and lan-
guage.)34 Unlike Fuller, however, Derrida focuses on surplus energy. By defi-
nition it is that portion of the energy which our writing efforts fail to consume,
which eludes our control, and which always escapes our best constructive
attempts. It is language’s overabundance of energy that undermines writing’s
best efforts to impose – to capture and fix once for all time – permanent struc-
tures of being and meaning. 

This glimpse at tensional integrity and the workings of compression, ten-
sion, and surplus energy within structures brings us to the third reason for the
archivist’s aversion to the writings of deconstruction. Briefly, archivists have
emphasized the forces of “compression” and virtually ignored the effects of
the “tensional” aspects of surplus energy, something that will likely prove
more difficult to do as the electronic age evolves. In a way, deconstruction
calls to our attention the discomfiting constant play of tension and compres-
sion within writing and archiving. 

How might the principles of tensional integrity bear on archival preserva-
tion? Is it possible that the linguistic phenomena archivists encounter –
records, record series, information architectures, software designs, business
process engineering, file forms and formats, as well as metadata structures and
other contextual tools, to name a few – can never entirely contain or compress,
that is, control the energy and tension they emit? Does supplementary mean-
ing always strain control of the architecture, the system, the economy – the
structure? Is it possible that archival designs to keep traces – artifacts, records,
writings, bits, their various sources – never succeed in controlling or “captur-
ing,” meaning and being exhaustively? This would seem to be so in the case of
documents viewed in their capacity as textual structure. Indeed, the third rea-
son for the archival community’s disregard of deconstruction concerns the
apparent divergence of two perspectives on writing: the intimately connected
notions of writing as textuality or textual play, which preoccupies Derrida, and
writing as record formation or archive, which preoccupies archivists. 

Archivists have commented sparingly on the notion of textuality (though
they may sometimes casually refer to “texts”). However, among postmodern-
ists and literary theorists the concept of text has emerged as a focal point of
interest and debate. Moreover, the nature of textuality has found some interest
in other disciplines, including the work of some anthropologists, philosophers,
and historians. Indeed, in some of its more radical forms, literary theory
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advances the view that the usual demarcation between “literature” and other
kinds of documents is artificial. In these views, all writing in all its forms pre-
sents instances of text, whatever its provenance and whatever its authors’
intentions. According to the late Roland Barthes, for example, “Text does not
come to a stop with (good) literature; it cannot be apprehended as part of a
hierarchy or even a simple division of genres. What constitutes the Text is, on
the contrary (or precisely), its subversive force with regard to old classifica-
tions.”35 

As deeply immersed as they are in problems of description and documenta-
tion, archivists seldom talk about “texts,” “textuality,” or “writing.” To most
archivists, record-keeping and analysis of texts have little if anything to do
with one another. Unlike several other professions, archivists have never
passed through “the linguistic turn.”36 Few, if any archivists, would be willing
to abide the characterization of records or archives as simply one order of text.
How many archivists would embrace the idea that bureaucratic writings are
texts that merely constitute one more genre of literature – or, for that matter,
that works of literature are simply another form of documentation of the same
order of being as, for example, institutional records.

Many archivists would probably object to the notion of records as texts.
This is because those who are familiar with the notion of “textuality” believe
that it lacks some of the essential characteristics of “recordness.”37 What texts
inevitably contain is a measure of surplus energy: in the parlance of cybercul-
ture, text is “hyper” and infinitely linkable to other texts. Indeed, a seamless-
ness oblivious of borders may exist among texts, constantly referring to each
other: this represents a decisive break with the notion of record. Text is an
undisciplined and undisciplinable object, “a structure of possible structures,” a
document formed of virtual documents.38 All text, electronic or not, is hyper-
text. The information age, the age of hypermedia, is only making this more
evident. 

Most important, perhaps, textuality radically diminishes the need to posit
the presence of an intentional author, the presence of a determinative “cre-
ator,” or a creative context. In the domain of textuality the presence of an
author or dominant creative force is incidental to the relationship among inter-
active texts – like evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins’ notion of human
beings as mere dispensable machines that genes use to reproduce, evolve, and
survive the disappearance of our mortal bodies.39 Indeed, the author’s domi-
nance in the author-text-reader triad evaporates. The persistence of authorial
control over text even in absence or death is a chimera. Authorial lordship
over documentary meaning diminishes significantly once, actually well before
the work is released into the public domain of textuality. Because such notions
vitiate the concepts of “author,” “origins,” and “uniqueness” they obviously
complicate the belief that records possess a single definable provenance.

These factors – the repudiation of the author-context, the surplus energy
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inherent in words, and the seamlessness – seem to make the concept of text
antagonistic to the concept of a record, and to render the “discipline” of
archives irrelevant.40 What are we to make, then, of Derrida’s claim that
everything is text, including the archivist’s stable, preserved record. In his
widely quoted phrase, “there is nothing outside the text,” or there is no out-
side-text.41 Derrida is not claiming that there is nothing real in the world.
Rather, he is saying that the things that humans know and make in the world
are themselves textual effects. Events, phenomena, natural and artificial
objects, ideas, and concepts – all in one way or another owe their appearance
and identity to textuality. Humans’ only access to knowledge of, only connec-
tions with anything is through their language. Indeed, even what emerges in
consciousness, even our thoughts and ideas, ineluctably do so as a form of
writing. Consciousness itself is something made in and through language;
what takes shape in our consciousness does so as a form of “writing” that
serves to structure our view of the world. The instantiation of the real, our con-
struing of the world’s objects and events inevitably takes place in and through
writing – as textual phenomena. Writing – language – and consciousness of
the world emerge in tandem, for one does not possess the privilege of lying at
the origin of the other. There is no court of appeal beyond our textuality.42

The mission of archives is to prevent records, those writings that migrate
from consciousness to public, durable external media, from unraveling into
promiscuous textuality. This is the structural work that archivists expect prov-
enance, original order, and physical media – with its “structure” and “context”
– to accomplish. For Derrida, such archival preservation offers a prime
instance of the imperious practice of metaphysics. Under conventional
description, our descriptive principles form the reinforcing steel and concrete
that presumably compress and contain public meaning and being together to
form enduring structures of authentic creativity and complete integrity –
records, record series, fonds, and so on. Metaphysics backs the pretension that
language – the practice of naming – provides a reliable path to capturing a
record of essences, identities, of meanings and being. 

Derrida’s claim, again, is not that humans can overcome this condition.
Rather, his practice aims to show another inevitable process at work – the tex-
tual slippages, the horizontal stressing and twisting, and the swaying that
accompanies, and constantly threatens to topple all linguistic performance –
whether that performance emerges in the form of a Madison Avenue ad, a sci-
entific paper, a film, an architectural design, a government policy document, a
professional conference presentation, “literature,” or for that matter, all forms
of transcription of information from our psyches to external media and back
again. Ultimately, all of life’s events are forms of inscription and communica-
tion, and all form instances of textuality. Records function as “records,” but
for poststructuralists, also enter the seamless, subversive world of textuality
and “intertextuality.”43 And intertextuality serves as “a strategic instrument,”
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according to one commentator on deconstruction, “which can effectively com-
bat the old law of context,”44 and the legal wrapping of creative subjectivity. 

Nevertheless, from the archival perspective all instances of writing (accord-
ing to Derrida’s view), fall under the terms of a law of contractuality. All writ-
ing sets out to achieve the status of a legal contract. What is involved in
advancing such a claim? What is implied, that is, by saying that our traditional
conception of writing has behind it aspirations of achieving the status of a
contract?
 Contract, here, refers to something beyond the traditional and frankly
authoritarian idea from diplomatics that all social acts occur under legal sanc-
tion and are ultimately juridical in nature – although it certainly includes it. A
legal contract is a species of writing that is only more obvious than other
forms of writing in its claims to foresee any and all possibilities of divergent
interpretation. More specifically, legal documents attempt to preempt the
intrusion of any discordant elements from the past or present and foresee all
future contingencies of interpretation or misinterpretation that might threaten
or strain the binding conditions of textual meaning and challenge documen-
tary truthfulness. The achievement of such conditions of containment and
compression is meant to “capture” and subsequently impose and enforce the
“original terms” of the text such that it can, in and by itself, perpetually repre-
sent itself in the absence of the original signatories. It is meant to impose what
postmodernists call “closure.” All instances of writing, like drawing up con-
tracts, seek to establish terms of unassailable, sovereign authority. By their
very nature, all acts of writing harbour this contractual pretension – to become
a record essentially by closing the record on the record.

Deconstruction aims to demonstrate what is impossible about the notion of
such sovereign presence, about contractual closure and infinitude, that is,
about writing. Derrida’s entire writing is a commentary on this preservative,
archival ambition. For Derrida, the conventional notion of writing has it
assuming the character of a last will and testament. Writing’s intrinsic pre-
tense is that it will withstand the winds of time in the absence of the author,
whether that time arrives ten seconds after the text has been signed, or ten cen-
turies after this hopeful moment. Writing simultaneously announces the
absence – the death – and the presence of the author. As we have seen, this is
the paradox of the structural delay inherent in writing, one that it is impossible
to overcome. Writing is expressly meant to be taken out of context, and archi-
vists are major contributors to this task.45

For philosophical, political, and ethical reasons, Derrida deconstructs the
notion of intellectual control implicit in the idea of the contract. Yet, the archi-
vist’s main purpose is, again, to fix the hitherto undisciplined text – to fix it,
and to fix it in place, to cut off any surplus energy within textuality,46 whose
“hyperness” (to coin a word) threatens always to disrupt the integrity of
recordness. Acts of preservation, then, implicitly include efforts to set limits.
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Archivists act as collaborators in the “contractual” process, in the preservation
of writing, that is, in the enforcement of “last wills and testaments.” This is the
principle means by which a piece of writing achieves its status as a record –
through the elaboration and preservation of conditions that compress the text
into enduring meaning.

Infrequently expressed, the archivist’s goal is to do everything possible to
ensure that what the author, the putative creator of the text, meant remains
fixed for so long as certain interests (individual, corporation, government, the
“people”) deem survival of the writing’s meaning necessary. This interpreta-
tion of the purpose of archival practice is the only one that makes sense in
light of our enormous efforts to preserve the exact image of the document
(structure and content), and to identify the circumstances surrounding and
constraining recorded expression (technological conditions and intellectual
context). In accordance with certain rules or principles of the craft, archivists
take measures to preserve both text and context. 

These acts, acts which essentially impose limits on possibilities, are a form
of exclusion or forgetting. This, too, is part of preserving the contract implicit
in safeguarding evidential integrity. How is this “restricted economy,” as Der-
rida would call it – the mode in which we normally operate – established? One
of the principle instruments is one already mentioned several times, one which
archivists know well. The answer is, of course, something archivists call, or
name, context. Archival methodology’s focus on context stems from a respon-
sibility to exclude, or to at least minimize the tensional possibility of alterna-
tive readings and meanings. This is why archivists work to identify or select –
to impose – a single context on content. Context conditions the evocation of
meaning; it disciplines textual content. To context, archivists implicitly con-
fide the task of taming text’s “hyperness,” eliminating textual ambivalence,
halting the operation of difference, and stanching the multiplication of inter-
pretations. Context is the instrument of archival and intellectual content “con-
trol.” Archivists deploy provenance to defend the borders of context, to
specify for all time the time when and place where the creation of meaning
began and ended. This is the structure of a record. 

Ultimately, context provides an envelope – though the information technol-
ogy jargon of “containers” and “encapsulation” is more expressive – to which
archivists entrust documents. With these moments of complete presence now
protected for eternity, archivists rest secure knowing that the fate of the con-
tents of the envelope is sealed – forever. Within this impenetrable time cap-
sule, an envelope bearing a sender’s name, a postmark, a specific address or
destination (at least those initially apparent) seals the fate of the documents.
Those who later receive the envelope will understand from whence the con-
tents came, and in understanding that, accept its authenticity and recover its
true meaning – that original meaning placed in the envelope by its sovereign
author.
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It is in breaking open the envelope’s or container’s seal, however, and
allowing the contents to again escape into public view – whether immediately
after completion or many years later – that the hope of recovering a text’s
meaning lies. Yet the text always threatens the writing’s archival condition.
Writing opens a scene of constant struggle between the archiving of records
and the releasing of texts. To achieve meaning a document must achieve an
archival state. Yet writing is fated to oscillate between its intrinsic structure of
delay and differance, on the one hand, and its simultaneous transcendence of
the debilitating effects of this very structure.47 

Archiving is an attempt to preserve and to annul the effects of time. It is an
attempt to both stretch and shrink time. Archival record keeping is an attempt
to simultaneously keep records in and rescue records from their context. It is
part of the structure of delay and difference, but enables the attempt to over-
come the structure of delay and differance. It is an effort to mark “individual
[authorial] expression” and to preserve “transcendental coherence.”48 Archival
theory is an attempt to preserve recordness and to annul textuality, and to pre-
serve textuality and to annul records. Archivists aim to let the records speak
for themselves, from the purity of their singular origins. Yet they also speak up
for records by avowing their silence as professionals. 

This might be how Derrida would define archival work – not as an impossi-
bility, but as an important, Sisyphean effort to make a difference in the world
by constructing an elaborate structure to eradicate the appearance – the pres-
ence – of archival intervention, both declaring and preserving its absence. Yet,
as with Derrida’s confinement within metaphysics, it is impossible for archi-
vists to escape into silence before the record. Silence itself emerges, becomes
evident, precisely as archivists make their vow of silence – in their speech, in
their writing, in their works and texts.49

Deconstruction, finally, is a work of complementarity. It is an attempt to
account for the limits and possibilities of the archiving of human identity and
human expression, all the while acknowledging the limits of deconstruction.
Indeed, Derrida’s work represents an attempt to supplement the positive
project of philosophy. The philosophers’ dream is an archival one. It envisions
the achievement of durable metaphysical conditions for absolute presence and
total knowledge. Derrida enables us to catch a glimpse of the ethical, political,
and philosophical underside – the other side – of this effort. It is plausible to
argue that humans cannot do without, and, truly have never been able to do
without either perspective. Archiving contains the seeds of its own decon-
struction. Similarly, deconstructive practice, as Derrida has admitted, indeed
emphasized, can never entirely escape the effects of the metaphysical, the
archival – the appearance, through archives, of full being and meaning.
Indeed, archiving is the default50 condition of human communication.

The relation between archiving and deconstruction, then, is an intimate one.
It resembles the “anti-epistemological” relationship of “complementarity”
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between wave and particle that Danish physicist Niels Bohr described to
account for atomic behaviour. Neither wave nor particle are by themselves
sufficient to account for atomic phenomena. Nor, however, can one ever
observe the trace of one without losing sight of the other. These are “two
aspects of reality that are mutually exclusive yet both necessary for a full
understanding of what is to be described.”51 To adapt Fuller’s description of
tensegrity, neither can archiving ever completely exclude the working pres-
ence of deconstruction, nor can deconstructive practice prevent its own emis-
sion of archival effects. The two exist in intimate tension.

Neither archives nor deconstruction contains sufficient resources to ever
completely overcome the self-subversions inherent in their respective claims
and practical concerns. Yet, there is no single time or place from which the
two strategies can be pursued or observed simultaneously.52 Neither archival
theory nor deconstructive philosophy alone can account for writing’s effects.

Understanding this much may enable archivists to better discern that Derr-
ida’s philosophy is hardly preoccupied with the annihilation of archives – an
impossible mission by his own admission – but with the deconstruction of
archives.53 For one simple reason, it is important not to mistake deconstruc-
tion for destruction: Derrida believes that to call what he does criticism or
destruction, to characterize deconstruction as the diametrical opposite or in
fundamental contradiction with archival practices and metaphysics is wrong.
Such a claim inevitably leads to the view that deconstruction aims to super-
sede metaphysics and archiving with a new ultimate synthesis, one that would
again purport to offer a more reliable source of truth, a new foundation for
naming and classifying acts, phenomena, and objects in the world, and one
that might better capture the natural order of reality that had been hidden from
us. This naming pretense, Derrida believes, harbours potentially dangerous
consequences; it has been responsible for some of the worst acts in human his-
tory. This ethical concern explains why Derrida, in his writing, expends such
enormous effort to avoid a position of pure opposition or criticism – of pure,
overpowering presence. He wants to avoid falling back into metaphysics, into
archiving.

By his writing, Derrida aims to show how the archival concept quite liter-
ally embodies the centuries-long project of closing in on the establishment of
an absolute regime of metaphysical truth. His writing also demonstrates that
the meticulous unpacking of the metaphysical principles immanent in writing
(the breaking open of the seal) is absolutely and constantly necessary to the
avoidance – even when intentions appear morally laudable and ethically sound
– of the catastrophes and failures that throughout history have accompanied
claims of the discovery of a natural order, of an independent reality, and of
metaphysical truth. Deconstruction works in the realm of claims concerning
the “nature” of “recordness” (or of anything else), assertions regarding the
truth in records, and guarantees concerning an extra-textual reality that our
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records, our writings, inevitably purport to name. This motivation informs his
pursuit of the deconstruction of all claims to knowledge and truth.

Archivists may not agree with everything Derrida’s philosophy sets out to
do. However, the challenges it sets before us, the questions that Derrida’s
work relentlessly poses, compel all people and institutions to examine criti-
cally and ceaselessly justify the integrity of their naming practices, intellectual
assumptions, technological beliefs, political goals, ethical intentions, and
moral responsibilities. Indeed, Derrida’s dissection of the concepts of deci-
sion-making, technology, accountability, and, especially, responsibility may
provide a fourth reason for the apparent distance between archival practice
and deconstruction. Consideration of these matters, however, will have to
await another occasion.
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