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In this article, I have attempted to evince how the theory of deconstruction was 
developed by the Jewish French philosopher Jacques Derrida as a poststructuralist 
strategy. Derrida was extremely reluctant to define deconstruction as he believed that 
any act of definition would inevitably delimit the infinite potentials of deconstruction. 
By taking into purview two of Derrida’s major works, Letter to a Japanese Friend and 
Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences, I have endeavoured, 
in a modest way, to project how deconstruction works in a text. In the second part of 
my article, I have undertaken a deconstructive reading Of Jack Kerouac’s novel On 
the Road, a major work of the post war American Beat Generation Movement, to 
unearth certain inherent contradictions within the Beat countercultural movement. 
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Poststructuralism as a school of thought vigorously came into existence in the late 20th 
century. Defining poststructuralism poses a serious challenge, but a conscious reading 
of poststructuralism might culminate in the understanding that  poststructuralism is 
not a unitary phenomenon as under the rubric of poststructuralism, there are multiple 
theoretical discourses like cultural criticism, feminism etc. So, it is more appropriate 
to talk about poststructuralisms instead of talking about a singular poststructuralism. 
Poststructuralism does not mark the end of structuralism. Poststructuralism is ‘Post’ in 
the sense that it comes after structuralism and exposes the limitations and 
contradictions of structuralism thereby extending its scope and validity. This exposure 
of structuralism’s limitations and contradictions is best exemplified by the Jewish 
French philosopher Jacques Derrida’s theory of “deconstruction”. As a critique of 
structuralism, deconstruction involves a reading of critical theory and as a reading of 
critical theory, deconstruction not only deals with literary criticism, but it also gives 
us a method of reading or interpreting a text. As a poststructuralist strategy, 
deconstruction turns certain structuralist arguments against themselves thereby 
becoming a critique of structuralism from within. It leads to the concept of “aporia”. 
Aporia is a Greek term meaning an impassable path, but in the Derridean discourse of 
deconstruction, it means irresolvable contradiction. Deconstruction intervenes into 
critical theory, identifies the aporia and turns the aporia against critical theory. 
Derrida utilizes this methodology to deal with philosophy, and also to read a text. 
Christopher Norris describes the process of deconstruction as “ . . . the vigilant 
seeking out of those ‘aporias’, blindspots  or moments of self-contradiction where a 
text involuntarily betrays the tension between rhetoric and logic, between what it 
manifestly means to say and what it s nonetheless constrained to mean”.1 

Deconstruction also involves a political position as it initiates certain transformations 
in traditional thoughts, habits and discourses relating to literature, society and politics.  

Derrida, however, disapproves the term “deconstruction”. In The Time of a Thesis, 
Derrida says, “It [deconstruction] is a word I have never liked and whose fortune has 
disagreeably surprised me”.2 He also disapproves the development of deconstruction 
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as a critical fashion in the 1980s particularly by the Yale School of Deconstruction. 
The Yale School refers to a group of literary scholars in the Department of English at 
Yale University which includes Paul de Mann, J. Hillis Miller, Geoffrey Hartmann, 
Harold Bloom etc. Being influenced by Derrida’s theory of deconstruction, they 
develop a form of deconstruction which focuses on a playful and close reading of 
literary texts with little interest in making a philosophical or political point with which 
Derrida is concerned. 

The term, “deconstruction”, however, is not new in the French language which 
already has two similar terms, “deconstruite” (Noun) and “deconstruire” (Verb). 
Derrida claims in his Letter to a Japanese Friend that he has borrowed the term 
“deconstruction” from German philosopher Martin Heidegger:  

          Among other things I wished to translate and adapt to my own ends the 
Heideggerean word Destruktion or Abbau. Each signified in this context an 
operation bearing on the structure or traditional architecture of the fundamental 
concepts of ontology or of Western metaphysics. But in French “destruction” 
too obviously implied an annihilation or a negative reduction much closer 
perhaps to Nietzschean ‘demolition’ than to the Heideggerean interpretation or 
to the type of reading that I proposed.3  

By the word “destruction”, Heidegger did not suggest the idea of destruction but the 
idea of dissection or critique. It involves, according to Heidegger, a process of 
cleaning “this hardened tradition” by which Heidegger meant the Western 
metaphysics. Heidegger wrote, “If the question of Being is to have its own history 
made transparent, then this hardened tradition must be loosened up and the 
concealments which it has brought about must be dissolved”.4 The Western 
metaphysical tradition has become congealed and therefore, it refuses to change. So, it 
needs to be “loosened up” in order to exhume what it has suppressed. In this context, 
Derrida also adopts the German term “abbau” which means mining or gradual 
removal. Deconstruction disorganizes the entire inherited order, the Western 
metaphysics. Therefore, according to Derrida, deconstruction is “irruptive”. Derrida 
also refers to the French encyclopaedia La Littre where deconstruction is defined as a 
“common way of saying construction”.5 In his Letter, Derrida also mentions a 18th 
century French philologist, Pierre Alexandre Lemare who in his book Cours de langue 
Latine used the phrase “Se deconstruire” meaning “to lose its construction”.6 In the 
English language, the prefix “de” signifies “disruption” but “de” is also a French 
preposition meaning “from”, “of” “taken from”, “concerning” etc. So, both these 
ideas, “disruption” and “taken from”, are simultaneously present in the word 
“deconstruction” thereby endowing the word with duality. 

Derrida also refrains from defining deconstruction as he believes that deconstruction 
is a part of the nature of things and therefore, it evades definition or limitation. 
Derrida while discussing about the complexities of defining deconstruction, says, “ . . 
. deconstruction is neither an analysis nor a critique . . . It is not an analysis in 
particular because the dismantling of a structure is not a regression toward a simple 
element, toward an indissoluble origin. These values, like that of analysis, are 
themselves philosophemes subject to deconstruction”.7 Derrida also objects to calling 
deconstruction a method, “Deconstruction is not a method and cannot be transformed 
into one”.8 Derrida further argues that deconstruction is not even an act or operation 
as it does not require the initiative or deliberation of an individual or collective 
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subject. Therefore, Derrida concludes “It deconstructs itself. It can be 
deconstructed”.9 Gayatri Spivak maps the process of deconstruction as, “To locate the 
promising marginal text, to disclose the undecidable moment, to pry it loose with the 
positive lever of the signifier, to reverse the resident hierarchy, only to displace it; to 
dismantle in order to reconstitute what is always already inscribed. Deconstruction in 
a nutshell”.10  

Derrida describes the context of deconstruction as the “structuralist problematic”.11 

This structuralist problematic actually involves an ambiguity. On the one hand, 
structuralism believes that structure is important. Derrida calls deconstruction a 
“structuralist gesture”12 as it signifies certain attention to structures. On the other 
hand, structures need to be “undone, decomposed and desedimented”.13 Therefore, 
Derrida also calls deconstruction an “antistructuralist gesture”14 However, for 
Derrida, this desedimentation of structures is not a negative operation: “Rather than 
destroying, it was also necessary to understand how an ‘ensemble’ was constituted 
and to reconstruct it to this end”.15 As Derrida is unsatisfied with the word 
“deconstruction”, he believes that the word must always be encircled by an entire 
discourse. 

In 1966, Derrida delivered a lecture at Johns Hopkins University titled Structure, Sign 
and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences which can be considered as an 
inaugural proposal of the theory of deconstruction. By “structure”, Derrida means an 
organization, a textual organization specifically. He identifies the characteristic 
feature of structure as the “structurality of structure”.16 The characteristic feature of 
structure is, according to Derrida, the play of signs. The play of signs means the 
multiplicity of meaning involved in the process of signification. A linguistic sign does 
not have a unique meaning as it is a part of a network of signs. It gives the sign 
plurality of meaning as the sign is repeated in different contexts. Therefore, a 
linguistic sign, according to Derrida, is “iterable”. However, the play of signs or the 
structurality of structure is “neutralized and reduced” by giving the structure a 
center.17 By “center”, Derrida means a point of origin or presence. The center not only 
determines the formation of structure but also is responsible for the closure of the play 
of meaning in the structure. Derrida states, “The function of this center was not only 
to orient; balance and organize the structure- one cannot in fact conceive of an 
unorganized structure- but above all to make sure that the organizing principle of the 
structure would limit what we might call the play of the structure”.18 For example, in 
a literary text, the center is designated as the author who is the source of meaning of 
the text, but who also at the same time delimits the meaning of the text. Derrida states 
that the center is a point where “ . . . the substitution of contents, elements, or terms is 
no longer possible”.19 The center is unique as it is not subject to multiple meaning. 
Though the center governs the structure, it escapes the structurality of structure. 
Derrida observes, “ . . . the center is , paradoxically within the structure and outside it. 
The center is at the center of the totality, and yet, since the center does not belong to 
the totality (is not part of the totality), the totality has its center elsewhere. The center 
is not the center”.20 For example, the author as center gives the text its organization 
but the author is not part of the text. The concept of centered structure, therefore, 
appears to Derrida as “contradictorily coherent”.21 According to Derrida, the whole 
history of the concept of structure can be perceived as “ . . . a series of substitutions of 
for center, as a linked chain of determinations of the center”.22 The center acquires 
different forms or names like “eidos”, “arche”, “telos”, “ousia”, “aletheia”, 
“consciousness”, “God”, “man” etc.- names which as Derrida says, “have always 
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designated an invariable presence”.23 The center not only organizes the structure but 
also closes off the play of the signs thereby creating an ambiguity. This ambiguity is 
suppressed by structuralism in order to legitimize its notion of structure. However, a 
rupture has taken place in the history of the concept of structure when “the 
structurality of structure had to begin to be thought, that is to say, repeated . . . ”24 

Derrida claims that this rupture has been brought about by the writings of Nietzsche, 
Freud and Heideggar. The decentering of the center, which can be interpreted as an 
act of resistance to authority, is imperative for maintaining the plurality of meaning. 
The absence of an absolute center extends the play of the signs ad infinitum. Drawing 
on the works of structural anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss, Derrida argues that as 
opposed to epistemic discourse which requires a fixed center, the mythological 
discourse is marked by the absence of any real and fixed center. It must be as Derrida 
says, “mythomorphic.”25  

Derrida is sceptical of any critical methodology. According to him, method should be 
determined by a text which is being read. In an interview with Richard Kearney, 
Derrida said, 

          In short, deconstruction not only teaches us to read literature more thoroughly 
by attending to it as language, as the production of meaning through differance 
and dissemination, through a complex play of signifying traces; it also enables 
us to interrogate the covert philosophical and political presuppositions of 
institutionalized critical methods which generally govern our reading of a text.26 

I would like to attempt a close textual reading of Jack Kerouac’s novel, On the Road, 
to evince certain points where the text deconstructs itself. The novel is regarded as the 
defining work of the Beat Generation, a counter cultural movement which flourished 
in 1950s America. The novel revolves around the narrator, Sal Paradise, a young 
writer undertaking various road trips across America, his diverse experiences on the 
road and his relationship with the maverick Dean Moriarty. 

When the narrator reached Denver, he met Chad King who was interested in 
anthropology and prehistory Indians. The narrator observed that Chad King had 
distanced himself from both Dean and Carlo, “I sensed some kind of conspiracy in the 
air, and this conspiracy lined up two groups in the gang: it was Chad King and Tim 
Gray and Roland Major, together with the Rawlinses, generally agreeing to ignore 
Dean Moriarty and Carlo Marx. I was smack in the middle of this interesting war. It 
was a war with social overtones.”27 

Both Dean and Carlo belonged to the lower echelon of the social hierarchy. Dean’s 
father was a bum and Dean went to the reformatory for stealing cars. Chad King and 
Roland Major who came from privileged background started separating themselves 
from Dean and Carlo due to their lower socio-economic position. Dean always talked 
about Nietzsche, Schopenhauer etc. not because he really wanted to learn about them, 
but to enter into the intellectual circle thereby gaining certain status in society which 
had been denied to him due to his class identity. 

    At one point, the narrator says,                                                                                                     
I suddenly saw an SP freight going by with hundreds of hobos reclining on the 
flatcars and rolling merrily along with packs for pillows and funny papers 
before their noses, and some munching on good California grapes picked up by 
the siding. ‘Damn!’ I yelled. ‘Hooee! It is the promised land’. They were all 
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coming from Frisco; in a week they’d all be going back in the same grand 
style.28    

The hobos were homeless migrant workers who used to travel precariously in the 
freight cars from one place to another in search of work. The narrator, who was a 
university graduate and was financially backed by his aunt, romanticized the lifestyle 
of the hobos being unable to comprehend the hardships and sufferings experienced by 
the impoverished hobos. When the narrator went to pick cotton in the field, he soon 
realized that he did not know anything about this work. But he observed an “old 
Negro couple” who “ . . . picked cotton with the same God-blessed patience their 
grandfathers had practiced in ante-bellum Alabama. . .”29   The narrator was 
conditioned by the prevalent racial stereotypes about the black people. As a 
consequence, he overlooked the exploitation experienced by the black people and 
misinterpreted their helplessness as their “God-blessed patience”. 

The aporetic point in the text is constructed by the contradiction between the 
conscious preservation of class boundaries on the one hand and the naive 
romanticization of the poor on the other hand. This contradiction in turn unmasks the 
Janus face of ideology of the Beats. The major Beat writers like Jack Kerouac, Allen 
Ginsberg, and William S. Burroughs came from the upper strata of the social 
hierarchy. Their efforts were directed towards creating a new view of American life, a 
new culture that opposed the conformity and uniformity of traditional culture. 
However, The Beats in spite of their liberal and anti-establishmentarian outlook were 
perhaps unwilling to abandon their secured socio-economic position and to bring 
about a complete disruption of the status-quo. Their romanticization of the marginal 
people only became possible due to their ignorance of the lived realities of such 
people and it could also be a way of preserving the existing class structure.  So, the 
discourse of the Beats was fraught with contradictions which prevented it from 
incorporating properly the plethora of “less powerful” voices existing in the American 
society.   
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