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The purpose of this paper is to defend the thesis that various postmodern slogans are often incorrect or inappropriately understood, and second, that if the demythologized ‘nuggets’ behind these slogans are properly understood, they are not always contrary to Christian beliefs.  In particular, I will argue that Derrida's "There is nothing  outside the text", Lyotard's  "Incredulity towards metanarratives”, Foucault's "truth is power" and Caputo's “The truth is, there is no Truth” are often misunderstood, and that when they are properly understood, they are not so inimical to Christian belief as many suppose. 

Many Christians have essentially pronounced postmodern thought "anathema," but it is not clear that this is the only possible stance which a Christian might take.  In fact, some Christian thinkers find many of the insights of  postmodern philosophy-- even the slogans-- are not as incompatible with evangelical faith as some may have thought.  Postmodern philosophers tend to be quite suspicious about the abilities of human beings, and very aware of our limits as human beings, and these are vaguely similar to beliefs held within the Christian tradition from Paul, Augustine, Luther, Calvin and Kierkegaard.  Insofar as this is true, postmodern philosophy directs us towards a humility and an admitting of our self-centered and very limited viewpoint.  In short, insofar as postmodern thought guides us towards an awareness of my epistemological inadequacies, it might be seen to enact a proper attitude of humility leading to worship.  To be alert to the limitations of our finitude can be called "the hermeneutics of finitude," while the cautiousness about our sinful tendencies to deceive ourselves can be called "the hermeneutics of suspicion."
  Postmodern philosophy shares these cautions with the Christian tradition as found in the story of Job, and the teachings of Christ, St. Paul, St. Augustine, et al.

The project itself, of trying to find the beneficial value in postmodern philosophy, can be envisioned as being part of the long Christian apologetic tradition beginning with St. Paul.  Paul spoke with the philosophers of his day, adapting much of their thought and terminology, attempting to reason with them on their own footing.  We can see this in the Gospel of John as well, where John spoke of Christ as the Logos-- a term with a loaded meaning for the Greeks.  St. Augustine was another early Christian who attempted to use what he knew of the Neo-Platonic philosophy of his day in order to work out his theology.  St. Thomas Aquinas is another powerful Medieval example of bringing together faith and the current philosophy of his day (at that time the recently re-discovered Aristotle).  The 'new' philosophy of Aquinas' day, which much of Christendom viewed with skepticism and apprehension, was Aristotle.  Today postmodern philosophy plays that same bogeyman role.  In a sense, we follow the footsteps of the saints in trying to work out what we might be able to accept, and what we should leave behind, of the contemporary philosophers.  As Arthur Holmes, a more contemporary evangelical philosopher has put it, "All truth is God's truth"-- and we need not shy away from seeking to find truth.
  

In philosophical circles, religious and non-religious alike, there has been a tremendous outcry against "postmodern philosophy".  Some of the earlier Christian responses were especially problematic, relying primarily on other secondary Christian sources, and very seldom grappling with primary texts of the writers blamed and criticized for 'postmodernity'.  Some more recent responses have been more subtle and nuanced.   This essay is an attempt at a more charitable voice that attempts to fruitfully find some points of agreement with postmodern philosophy.  I am not particularly enamored with the postmoderns, but I think we should as Christians maintain a balanced outlook so that we might be a more intelligent and useful voice in various discussions.  I am trying to provide an alternative to the reactionary misunderstandings of postmodern thinkers, so that we might develop a more nuanced and useful evangelical response to postmodern philosophy, and not waste time fending of invisible dragons.   Derrida, Foucault, nor the rest would be good candidates for evangelical membership, however, it can be shown that much of their thinking is compatible with Christian belief, and that much of their thinking has been misunderstood by Christians.  An introduction is necessarily abbreviated, and so incomplete.   Here I approach postmodernity from a charitable Christian point of view, attempting to demythologize the slogans of postmodernity, so that we can see the benefits and sanity of thinkers like Caputo, Derrida, Lyotard, and Foucault.  

 1. Reacting to Babel

It has been suggested that we are living in a time of Babel, or a time of "babbelization"-- when we have suddenly fallen into a speaking of many different tongues, unable to understand or comprehend one another.  A sense of unity and solidarity which are said to have at one time given us peace and ease have apparently given way to diversity and fragmentation.  While some are dreading what may happen in the wake of radical pluralization of our world views, other Christians are taking a more subdued and positive approach.  I am one who sees the babbelization to not be entirely bad news, for a number of reasons.

2. The Value of Postmodern Philosophy
Christians who accept the suspicions of Job, Christ, Paul, Augustine, and Kierkegaard can easily find themselves in sympathy with  postmodern philosophy.  These figures bring out essential facets of our human condition which are not only compatible to, but spoken to us from the tradition and scriptures of our faith.  The wisdom to be gained here is not simply that our knowing is tainted by sin, finitude, and a great deal of ignorance; rather, the fact is that our knowing has its origins in a knowing subject who is always sinful, finite, and situated in a context.  In short, 1) I am not God (nor do I have the ability to see as God does); 2) I am not Adam (I am a child of the fall, post-edenic in my tendencies and passions); and 3) I am only one son of Adam (subjective, male, white, protestant, etc).  Even shorter: I am a finite, fallen, individual.  I find myself already in the world with a history, social context, and institutional beliefs, all of which adds up to a personal history different than any other person's.  Of course the second two characteristics, being finite and being situated, aren't inherently bad positions to be in-- unless you want to be God.  We are finite, fallen, and situated, and all of our knowing is finite, fallen, and situated.  We are humans, we are not gods, and the view from nowhere is nowhere to be found in this life.  We can only understand from where we are at-- in light of the limits and nature of our knowing.  These basic points must be fundamental in any attempt to do epistemology (explaining how we know) that takes St. Paul seriously.  That is exactly the point that must be understood-- these are Biblical principles, not intrinsically postmodern ones.

These points are epistemological-- having to do with what I can know, or what I have justification to claim to know (episteme is greek for 'knowledge'-- epistemology is literally then knowledgeology, an unlovely word).   That I have a limited perspective has no necessary relation to whether or not there is a real state of affairs.  We may disagree about what color something is, or how far it is to Milwaukee, but nevertheless, despite our disagreement, and despite our relative abilities to know about those facts, there are certain facts of the matter.  But we always know these facts in terms of concepts, and talk about these facts with words, which are a part of a larger web and fabric of our cultural background.  The old example of eskimos and snow helps-- eskimos have more than 20 names for different types of snow, I've been told, but even in Minnesota we just call snow 'snow'.  The difference in cultural context makes an impact on what we know and how we discuss it.

3. How to Be Suspicious, without being Skeptical
Sometimes, when we start to consider the difficulty we might have in making sense of how our knowledge might line up with reality, it is possible  to actually loose our nerve about knowing.  "How is it possible that we can know truth at all?"  If what God knows is the Truth (with a capital “T”, indicating the Totality and comprehensiveness of it), then how can I get that, without thinking like God?   We may need to be suspicious, but how can I keep from sliding into skepticism?  I would rather like to pretend I have a timeless, neutral, unaffected "seeing as" ability to perceive the actual truth of most matters directly, without mediation.   But instead of this naive realism which for all practical purposes forgets about the effects of the Fall, I would be much better off as Christians to adopt a hermeneutics of suspicion.
  Merold Westphal has said that the difference between skepticism and suspicion is that skepticism is directed towards the elusiveness of things, while suspicion is directed towards our knowing abilities, our own apparatus.
  A skeptic doubts he can have any knowledge of things, while one who is suspicious questions his knowing abilities.  The skeptic is primarily concerned with our cognitive faculties, while the one suspicious suspects his psychological tendencies to "see" sinfully, culturally, or finitely.  Hume, as a classic skeptic, was concerned about the limits of our logical-rational faculties, while Nietzsche, in a different (suspicious) vain, was concerned about our self-deceit. 

Westphal says suspicion is directed at ourselves, not at the world.  And it can even be a spiritual exercise in cognitive restraint.  "Suspicion can be a kind of spirituality.  Its goal, like that of every spirituality, is to hold together a deep sense of our sinfulness with an equally deep sense of the gracious love of God."
   We realize our corruptness, but we also realize God's grace.  And the more we become aware of our sin, the more we become aware of God's grace.

A great deal of epistemology in the twentieth century has been motivated by the fear of Hume's skeptical ghost, the fear of falling down the slippery slope into skepticism.  A fear of skepticism is legitimate only if we think that our actions and beliefs are only guided by reason and apodictic certainty.  But there are two reasons to not worry that lack of certainty will lead down a slippery slope towards nihilistic or solopsistic skepticism.   First, we don't have certainty about much of anything, in the strong Cartesian-Enlightenment sense of that word, especially not about the things we care most about.  Second, no one is a practicing skeptic, so it is not a live option for anyone, and a falsely feared boogeyman.   Locke never even seriously considered the possibility of skeptics, and thought they were silly.
  Hume demonstrated that it is impossible to be a skeptic, and that we have natural habits and sentiments that overcome our reasoned skepticism to make us believe.
 Reid agreed and started with common sense as a given, and thought it absurd and practically impossible  for any normal person to be a real skeptic.  My point from these examples is simple enough: though skepticism is an interesting philosophical problem with a cultic following in the twentieth century, history itself shows we are in far less danger of running off and becoming nihilistic skeptics than we are of deceiving ourselves, and glossing over our sinful pride and prejudices.  Practically, we don't have  incidents of people beginning to doubt that they need to eat, and so, starving to death, or cases of people doubting the existence of greyhound buses and walking out in front of them, unalarmed.  If a person is a skeptic to that degree, they should just be locked up.  

So, which should we be more concerned with: being suspicious about sin, or falling into skepticism?  Sin, of course.   We always take a position.  We always believe something.  Suspicious critiques of the sources of our beliefs will not result in having no ground upon which to stand.  But we will step more gingerly, walk with more fear and trembling, for we have no absolutely certain grounds upon which to stand, and the place we have is given us by grace, not by cognitive works. 


The reason that this suspicion makes people so nervous is that it appears that it undermines the very possibility of knowledge.  The fact is, we can't know, not like we sometimes want to-- with certainty and without surprises-- because only God knows everything.  However, this doesn't mean that we will stop trusting, believing and even "knowing"-- but it will be a chastened kind of "knowing"-- one that keeps alert to the importance of suspicion.  The resulting epistemology will not perhaps be about knowing (which has certain eternal, certain and final connotations) but rather, it would be about trustworthiness, faith, plausibility and regularity.  We must avoid both the slippery slope of skepticism, on the left, and the slippery slope of dogmatic lethargy leading to self-deciet (which is perhaps the more dangerous danger) on our right.

4. The Benefits of Charity
There is a great deal of benefit in engaging in the thought of postmodern and other critical philosopher's insights, and I think it is actually an ethical imperative that we be open to their thought.  Why should we the thought of these philosophers with open minds?  I have six reasons.   1)Intellectual Honesty: much of what they say is simply true, and demands attention. To dogmatically ignore these thinkers is unreasonable.  2)Theological Interests: much of what they say supports, rather than contradicts, Christian thought.  (I am thinking here of the emphasis they put on our lack of a God's-eye perspective, our contingency, and our situatedness.)   3) For the Future: the task of Christian, particularly evangelical thinkers, is to bring our faith to bear on the relevant ideas and schools of thought in our day.  Postmodern philosophy has gained popular assent and made its impression upon our culture, so Christians should know this thought, instead of hiding from it and denouncing it without grounds.  For example, Derrida has been widely misused and construed to be a form of relativism, which he strictly denies.
  4) Charity: People have wildly and widely misrepresented Derrida to the point of absurdity.  Derrida exasperatedly commented once,

Why has the press (most often inspired by professors, when they themselves did not write directly) multiplied denials, lies, defamations, insinuations against deconstruction, without taking the time to read and to inform itself, without even taking the trouble to find out for itself what "deconstructive" texts actually say, but instead caricaturing them in a stupid and dishonest manner?

Derrida does not contest the objective reality of things, he questions our ability to be objective, purely neutral.  If I can't explain from Derrida's own texts what deconstruction is about, then who am I to make comments about Derrida?  The point here is, shouldn't we practice and teach charitable learning methods?  Shouldn't we be quick to listen and slow to speak, willing to discuss and dialogue and not quick to the kill?  5) Faithfulness to the Philosophical Tradition: these are voices within the philosophical tradition, and always have been there in one form or another, and these voices deserve to be heard.  And as we bring out the voices of Derrida, Levinas, and Nietzsche, we will also be able to bring out the voices of our Christian brethren, Kierkegaard and Augustine as well.  6)Spiritual: as was mentioned earlier, suspicion can be seen as a spiritual exercise in humility, as we actively admit with Paul our limits and our inabilities to God.  In this way we make our very doing of philosophy itself more Christian-- as a truly "Christian Philosophy" should be.  As we live out this epistemic and philosophical moderation, we ourselves become a living apology for the work and grace of God, and this is likely to produce even more fruit than an apologetics which is trained to merely see the evil in all other points of view and quickly dismiss them as worthless and deceitful.

5. Overcomming the Gossip
This paper is intended as a brief apologetic for listening sympathetically to 'postmodern' philosophers, from an evangelical perspective.  Each of them: Lyotard, Foucault, Derrida, and Caputo, seem to have become the posterchildren of degenerate postmodernism, and along the way, their philosophical insights have been turned into slogans.  Heidegger called this sort of thing "academic gossip and miscellaneous hearsay". This is not uncommon, and is probably inevitable.  None of us have the time to be thoroughly knowledgeable about all philosophers, and we turn  to simplified versions, especially in the case of writing like Derrida's.  What I propose here is to quickly look at the slogans which have been attached to  Lyotard, Foucault, Derrida, and Caputo,  and attempt to do a demythological debunking of a few of the misconceptions which are out on the philosophical market today.  Although our examination here will be short, hopefully it will also help give some insight especially for those who feel quite unfamiliar with these philosophers.  My purpose is not to commend these philosophers to anyone, but merely to ward off improper and inadequate attacks which are often waged against them on behalf of “the Truth”.  

A. Caputo's  "The Truth is that there is no truth"
John Caputo is an American scholar, who originally studied Heidegger which eventually led to an interest in Derrida.  He is one of the few philosophers who have written on the Christian philosophical value of Derrida's "deconstruction."
  Derrida has apparently welcomed much of Caputo's interpretations and ideas. 

Caputo has said "The truth is that there is no Truth," which, admittedly, sounds strange.  What could he possibly mean by this? Let’s begin with the ridiculous.  Maybe he literally thinks that nothing is ever the case, i.e., that nothing is really happening/existing.  Perhaps, when Caputo's wife asks him "is it still raining outside?" Caputo says "the truth is that there is no truth, honey." (Certainly his wife wouldn’t allow him to go on this way.)  Perhaps he means that truth is just a matter of like and dislike, or care and indifference, and Caputo has simply decided that he doesn't care what people call the truth, just like he doesn't care about NFL football.  Maybe when someone says, "Dr. Caputo, what time is it?" he is just indifferent to the truth about time, and says "The truth is that, as far as I'm concerned, it is no time-- there is no truth about time-- and I don't care how the St. Louis Rams are doing either!!"  Or perhaps Caputo is just really illogical,  and what he needs to be told is that he has made an assertion, and he is asserting something to be true, so his own statement is self refuting.  Perhaps that is the problem-- he just never read up on performative contradictions.  Perhaps--but I don't think that is too likely.  

It is always in our best interest to try to make sense of strange statements, not to refute them on their apparently absurd face value.  We should, in short, think like this: What if (hypothetically) Caputo is not an idiot, and he means something else than an outright contradiction?  What, then, could he mean?

An entire essay has been written on the variety of sane meanings of this phrase "The truth is that there is no Truth" could have.
 Caputo himself has clarified what he means by this phrase:

The sentence should be read as a play of “capitals”: the truth (no capitals) is that there is no Truth (capitalized).  Originally invested by Plato and gaining interest for thousands of years, Truth finally reached the fullness of its value in modernism from Descartes to Husserl. . . . The hard hermeneutic truth (uncapitalized), what I (speaking in my own name) called the cold truth, is that there is no Truth, no Hot Truth, no Platonic solar energy supply of capital Truth.  We lack the authority to lay claim to such a supply of capital Truth.  We lack the authority to lay claim to such  a truth-- and that’s the truth, if we own up to it . . . The result of this owning up is not the hand-wringing despair of the sickness unto death but a willingness to live within the limits of the hermeneutic situation, to get by with our little presumptive truths which are meant to get us through the day, and some of which are much better than others.
 

Caputo’s claim is a claim about the limits of our knowing-- in other words, that none of us have any way to know if we have the whole Truth, the perfect Truth.  We have a particular, probably distorted picture of whatever the Truth is.  His statement is epistemological-- about our knowing.  It is not an ontological statement-- about ultimate reality.   He claims that he, and deconstruction, are ontologically neutral-- they simply are not concerned with that issue.  When that is understood, Caputo doesn’t seem so ‘dangerous’.

B.  Derrida's Deconstruction: Derrida is a Relativist/Nihilist??


Jacques Derrida is quite concerned about the various ways his word "deconstruction has been inflated, misconstrued and misunderstood.  His predicament reminds me of the American philosopher Charles Saunders Peirce who was the founder of Pragmatism.
  As "pragmatism" became popular, Peirce found that his original creation was being transformed in the hands of others so that it was being used "to express some meaning that it was rather designed to exclude" so Peirce decided "to announce the birth of the word 'pragmaticism,' which is ugly enough to be safe from kidnappers."
  With all the various meanings and misconstruals that have been attached to Derrida's word "deconstruction", one wonders if perhaps he should change the name of his thought.  He probably would like to, but it has stuck now, and its difficult to get out from under a label.  He certainly doesn't mean what many say he means, and this has caused great frustration.  Once he wrote,

Why has the press (most often inspired by professors, when they themselves did not write directly)  multiplied denials, lies, defamations, insinuations against deconstruction, without taking the time to read and to inform itself, without even taking the trouble to find out for itself what "deconstructive" texts actually say, but instead caricaturing them in a stupid and dishonest manner? [Limited, Inc., 153]

We would do well to ask, 'what, exactly, is deconstruction?'  To find what deconstruction is, we should first realize what it definitely isn't, according to Derrida.  Derrida says he does not subscribe to the word when used as "a technical operation used to dismantle systems"
 which is, I think, what many think deconstruction is.  It is not simply "to take apart" as though one could deconstruct a lego castle or a bicycle or a bridge, so as to dismantle it and make it useless.  Deconstruction is not destruction.  


To think that deconstruction is just destruction is like thinking that remodeling a house is "just tearing out walls and cupboards and ripping up carpet and floorboards" or like thinking that gardening is just about "hoeing" or "pulling up weeds".  While Deconstruction does have a critical function, it is not merely negative.  Derrida says 

what has been called the deconstructive gesture . . . is accompanied, or can be accompanied (in any case, I would hope to accompany it), by an affirmation.  It is not negative, it is not destructive.  This is why the word "deconstruction" has always bothered me. . . . when I made use of this word (rarely, very rarely in the beginning--once or twice--so you can see that the paradox of the message transformed by the addresses is fully in play here), I had the impression that it was a word among others, a secondary word in the text that would fade away or which in any case would assume a nondominant place in a system.[Ear, 85]   


The word "deconstruction" admittedly came from Heideggers two words, Destruktion and Abbau.[Ear, 86]  "Destruktion is not a destruction but precisely a destructuring that dismantles the structural layers in the system, and so on"  Abbau means "to take apart an edifice in order to see how it is constituted or deconstituted."  Notice that the taking apart isn't mere taking apart for the sake of taking apart, which would be destruction.  Rather, there is an investigation at hand, a desire for insight into the constitution of the constituted edifice. When one "deconstructs" something, one attempts to discover geneological traces present in the texts themselves.  Sometimes one might put side-by-side two texts of the tradition which are normally not compared in order to realize some previously forgotten or overlooked themes going on.  At other times, one might approach a text with a question not usually raised, in order to hear the text "speak" to us in a different way.  However the texts are newly thought of, the attempt is not to disregard tradition, but to enrich it. 


Derrida does not deconstruct things he hates, so as to destroy them, he deconstructs the things he really loves, so as to more fully and richly understand them and enjoy them.  He says

I love very much everything that I deconstruct in my own manner; the texts I want to read from the deconstructive point of view are texts I love, with that impulse of identification which is indispensable for reading.  They are texts whose future, I think, will not be exhausted for a long time.  For example, I think Plato is to be read and reread constantly.[Ear, 87]

Derrida once said that every time he reads Plato again, he is in a sense, reading it afresh, as for a first time.
  Classics are classics because we find meaning in them which applies to people in various eras of time.  We say they have a lasting value, a lasting meaning, and our favorite books are books that we get more out of each time we reread them.  We get deeper meanings.  Sometimes we get more and more complex readings.  Sometimes, after many readings, we begin to find so much richness in the text that we are perplexed as to what the actual meaning might be.  But we would not say that we should have stayed at a superficial and naive reading of the text, so as to preserve a clear and precise meaning.


When I write a paper, or say something, it might have more meaning and significance than I ever intended.  And it is quite difficult to pinpoint where and what meaning is in a text.  For example, in a thesis or book, one might start off with particular intentions and write, then change purposes and revise a number of times, and end up with a different thesis than at the start.  Yet, there are traces of the original thesis, and the "final thesis" is somewhat made up of the previous meanings, and I might later find my own writing to give me insight in ways I never intended originally.  In such a situation, where is the "meaning" of the text?  It is hard to say, perhaps impossible to say exactly and completely.  It isn't that there is no meaning, but rather, there is perhaps a plurality of meanings and intentions at work, not to mention the various texts and contexts which the reader brings to the text which through unique insight onto the text.  


But this is not to say that there aren't better and worse, right and wrong readings of texts.  John Caputo, a Derrida scholar at Villanova who is a personal friend of Derrida says that "Deconstruction means to complicate reference, not to deny it; it insists that there is no reference without difference, no reference (il n'y a pas) outside the textual chain (hors-texte)."
   This is absolutely one of the most important things to clear up: deconstruction as a practice does not deny reference.  What it does say is that there is no perfect reference.  That is to say, the words about something always leave something out.  My concepts about something always leave something out.  My notion of rationality always leaves something out.  My laws about justice always leave something out.  Deconstruction is about trying to rember what we usually forget, the "other" that is "out".  And there is always something we leave out.  This is why Caputo, in a truely Derridean manner says 

Postmodern thinking, if it means anything at all, means a philosophy of "alterity," a relentless attentiveness and sensitivity to the "other."  Postmodernism stands for a certain hyper-sensitivity to many "others": the other person, other species, "man's" other, the other West, of Europe, of Being, of the "classic," of philosophy, reason, etc. (the list goes on)

When we have a concept, it never adequately refers, and it always forgets and excludes something.  This complicates things.  It makes reference a problem, because it never works perfectly.  However, this doesn't mean that we are stuck  Caputo notes, "For the notion has gained currency that deconstruction traps us inside the "chain of signifiers," in a kind of linguistic-subjective idealism, unable to do anything but play vainly with linguistic strings."  But again, this is a wrong-headed view of what Derrida and Deconstruction are about.
  Derrida has said,

Every week I receive critical commentaries and studies on deconstruction which operate on the assumption that what they call 'post-structuralism' amounts to saying that there is nothing beyond language, that we are submerged in words, and other stupidities of that sort.

Whatever is left "out" of our readings, traditions, concepts and practices, is what deconstruction intends to discover.  It is for the marginalized, the forgotten and repressed.  We refer when we think, but our references are always different than the referent (our signifiers never fully give us the signified)--something is always left outside the reference, or else something not meant is brought inside through the inevitable vagueness of reference.  We cannot help but do this, because that is how language is.   Deconstruction's role is to "keep us on our toes."  It is the ongoing task of a lifetime to find the "other" that is "out", the aspects of the signified, the spoken of, which get covered over, suppressed, and forgotten.  In this sense, deconstruction is the continuing awareness of our forgetfulness, and the move to remember what is so easily forgotten.  


As we have seen, Derrida did not see the word "deconstruction" as all that important in his earlier writings.  The word somehow gained a life of its own.  It began to signify things Derrida never wanted it to signify, and to not signify the little he meant it to.  This is a fine example of the ineluctable vagueness of words, the way that words gain their meaning in contexts, from referential chains, and not simply from their author.  Derrida doesn't use the word postmodern, to my knowledge, nor did he intend "deconstruction" to be taken as such an important word.  Yet, Derrida now finds himself labeled a "deconstructivist" by many, and a "postmodern" by most. 

The End Of Philosophy and Truth?


Deconstruction is the best thing we can do, considering our circumstances.  We cannot have direct unmediated access to truth, because we think and know through mediation and reference, and reference always loses something, i.e., there is always a difference.  This does not mean an end for philosophy, however.  Derrida says he does not believe in the death of philosophy or the end of epistemology.
  He does not break with tradition, but brings out aspects of the tradition overlooked.  He wants to contribute to tradition, not end it.  Derrida does not get rid of either logocentrism nor ethnocentrism.  He says "it is not a question of junking these concepts, nor do we have the means to do so."  What this means is, he does not get rid of the notion that there is something we are looking for in our thinking (logocentric), nor can we get out of our societal and cultural structures of thinking (ethnocentric). [Positions, 24]  We have a position, a state of knowing and knowledge, and we cannot escape this or get out of it.  And while this way of knowing does limit what and how we know, it also is what makes it possible for us to know at all.  This is a Kantian point: we must know the way we do because its the only way we can know.      


Derrida has what might be called a metaphysics of non-presence, as opposed to a metaphysics of presence.  The metaphysics of presence was the tendency in philosophy to see reality as though the past and present were essentially like the present, so as to assume that from one's present perspective, one could generally get a timeless view, an eternal and certain view.  This god's-eye perspective was assumed in various forms by Descartes, Kant, Hegel, and Husserl.  It assumes that from here, I can know the whole, and the final totality.  Derrida's metaphysics works at it the other way around.  He begins realizing that philosophy goes on-- the question is, why?  Well, he thinks it is because we are always looking for something up ahead-- a clarification, a deeper understanding, a richer meaning, and so we are always looking for what is not here yet.  We look for what isn't here yet, what is absent.  Thus, i use the phrase, "metaphysics of absence" which is meant to replace metaphysics of presence.    


Rorty wrote an essay called "Is Derrida a Transcendental Philosopher?" and left the question somewhat open-ended.
  I think Derrida is interested in Kantian ideals, even in his early book, Edmund Husserl's Origin of Geometry: An Introduction.
  As with Kant's or Peirce's regulative ideas, it is as though there is a promissory note, which never gets fulfilled.  As Christians have an eschatology of sometime when the full truth will reveal itself sometime in the future (not yet), so to Derrida has an eschatology, but an eschatology of the promise without content, a messianicity without particular messiah.
  This messianicity is not to be confused with messianism, which is a particular religious eschatology with particular expected messiah.
  Derrida uses this eschatological language because he wants to root his whole project, his whole continuing practice of deconstruction, in the future possibilities to come.  But we cannot divine the future.  The time has never come, we are always in the middle, on our way, in medias res.  Derrida wants a metaphysics from a human perspective, with an acceptance of our limits.  


An important part of the purpose of deconstruction is to keep us from thinking that we have arrived, that our promise has been fulfilled, that our messiah has come.
  It keeps us from saying "aha! NOW the time has come, the words have been fulfilled, the truth with a capital "T" has come to US!"  Deconstruction keeps our promises open, keeps the space of our promise without content open.  If there was not an opening, an undecidability, there would be nothing left to think, to learn, and we would have arrived at the perfect state.   But of course it isn't sheer undecidabilty.  We can decide, we do decide, but when we make the decision there are things that aren't settled.  There always are.
  In directly responding to things John Searle had accused him of, Derrida writes,

I never proposed "a kind of 'all or nothing' choice between pure realization of self-presence and complete freeplay or undecidability.'" I never believed in this and I never spoke of "complete freeplay or undecidability."  I am certain that the "American critics of [my] work" can find nothing in my texts which corresponds to that.  And for good reason [Limited, Inc., 115]


The question is brought up that, since Derrida's deconstruction is in a sense a philosophy of undecidability, isn't it impractical?  Doesn't that mean we can never decide?  The answer is, no.  We have to decide.  Like the old debate between William James and Clifford ("Will to Believe"), we are forced to make decisions without all the facts-- and that is the way it almost always is.  There is closure, but never final closure, and never closure without possibility of being mistaken.  In this sense, everything is faith.  Every new upheaval or change leaves us within a new closure, a new paradigm perhaps, (though Derrida does not use this word).  So we are constantly making decisions, believing things, changing our minds, making new discoveries.  Deconstruction isn't about keeping us from making progress, it is about making progress.  Derrida says "Destabilization is required for progress as well.  And the "de-" of deconstruction signifies not the demolition of what is constructing itself, but rather, what remains to be thought beyond the constructivist or deconstructionist scheme  . . ." [Limited, 147]   It isn't about destroying significance, but finding deeper and richer significances.  And the function of deconstruction specifically is to keep the promise unfulfilled, to keep us from thinking that the promised has arrived on our doorstep (like Hegel thought Spirit was finally coming to completion in 19th century Germany).  It is simply not true to say that Derrida leaves us without reference or truth.  Derrida goes to great lengths to make this clear:

For of course there's a "right track" [une bonne voie], a better way, and let it be said in passing how surprised I have often been, how amused or discouraged, depending on my humor, by the use or the phrase of the following argument: Since the deconstructionist (which is to say, isn't it, the skeptic-relativist-nihilist!) is supposed not to believe in truth, stability, or the unity of meaning, in intention or "meaning-to-say," how can he demand of us that we read him with pertinence, precision, rigor?  How can he demand of us that his own text be interpreted correctly?  How can he accuse anyone else of having misunderstood, simplified, deformed it, etc.?  In other words, how can he discuss, and discuss the reading of what he writes?  The answer is simple enough: this definition of the deconstructionist is false (that's right: false, not true) and feeble; it supposes a bad (that's right: bad, not good) and feeble reading of numerous texts, first of all mine, which therefore must finally be read or reread.  Then perhaps it will be understood that the power and truth (and all those values associated with it) is never contested or destroyed in my writings, but only reinscribed in  more powerful, larger, more stratified contexts.  And within interpretive contexts . . . that are relatively stable, sometimes apparently almost unshakable, it should be possible to invoke rules of competence, criteria of discussion and of consensus, good faith, lucidity, rigor, criticism and pedagogy. [Limited, 146]


Concrete examples help here to understand how we use normative referents without absolutizing them.  My concepts of God, my wife, my friend, my job, a philosopher I study or a paper I write are to a certain extent always being revised, and in this sense, they are in flux.  This isn't because God changes, or that philosopher changes (think here of a dead philosopher, like Plato), and it isn't necessarily because my job or my wife changes (although they do).  What changes is the breath and depth of my understanding.  My knowledge as it "now" stands is never total, but does this lack of complete knowledge keep me from having a relationship with God or my wife, or keep me from speaking out about a philosopher I am studying? Of course not.  I continue to speak about the philosopher, pray to God, and relate to my wife, despite the fact that my knowledge is incomplete.  Again, deconstruction is meant to keep me on my toes, to unsettle my set ideas by continuing the search.  How could I, for example, have a relationship with someone who was exactly the same as me?  There is always otherness, difference, which keeps me intrigued and looking and talking.  There is always an element of undecidability and unknowability-- sometimes more, sometimes less.   Nothing is apodictically sure and certain, but we believe and decide in the midst of this undecidability.  

John Caputo notes, "for the notion has gained currency that deconstruction traps us inside the 'chain of signifiers,' in a kind of linguistic-subjective idealism, unable to do anything but play vainly with linguistic strings."  Derrida has said, "every week I receive critical commentaries and studies on deconstruction which operate on the assumption that what they call 'post-structuralism' amounts to saying that there is nothing beyond language, that we are submerged in words, and other stupidities of that sort."
 Evidently, Derrida and some who understand Derrida think it  is a wrong-headed view of what Derrida and deconstruction are about to say that they deny reference.
   Derrida doesn't question the actual existence of a world 'out there'.  Derrida  does not say that there is no way to judge right from wrong, good from bad, etc. 

"There is nothing outside the text"
Derrida's most memorable quote is probably, "There is nothing outside the text".
   When he says this, he is not saying that there is no reality 'out-there', or that there are only words, or only books.  That would truly be silly.  He says himself, "That does not mean that all referents are suspended, denied, or enclosed in a book, as people have claimed, or have been naive enough to believe . . ."
  Instead, Derrida is claiming that whatever we say, whatever we write, and however we think is circumscribed by our language.  In fact, "there is nothing outside the text" is provocative shorthand for saying "there is nothing outside of a particular context", because "text", as we just saw, means not only the words of my language, but the conceptual frameworks which that language works with.   I thought this was what Derrida had been meaning all along for quite some time before I found him explaining this himself.  He says,  

The phrase which for some has become a sort of slogan, in general so badly understood, of deconstruction ("there is nothing outside the text" [il n'ya pas des hors-texte], means nothing else: there is nothing outside context.  In this form which says exactly the same thing, the formula would doubtless have been less shocking.  I am not certain that it would have provided more to think about.

 It is important to read this side by side with the following quote: "What I call "text" implies all the structures called "real," "economic," "historical," socio-institutional, in short: all possible referents."
  By 'text'  Derrida means, 'all possible referents'--but that means anything we use to refer with-- any words, any ideas, any conceptual frameworks whatsoever.  Anything we refer with-- anything we convey or make sense of the world with-- are part of the text.  Text is here used in a very broad sense.  Derrida thinks that language is not merely words, but our entire conceptual framework.  So all our concepts are part of language-- part of the text.  Our concepts of reality, world, being, history, and even God are all part of this text.  My context is not merely my situation, (for example, "I am in a computer lab at a college in the 20th century"), but rather, my entire way of looking at the world, including language, conceptions, and patterns of rationality.  Derrida explains,

. . . the concept of text or of context which guides me embraces and does not exclude the world, reality, history.  Once again (and this probably makes a thousand times I have had to repeat this . . ): as I understand it(and I have explained why), the text is not the book, it is not confined in a volume itself confined to the library.  It does not suspend reference--to history, to the world, to reality, to being, and especially not to the other, . . .

This last phrase-- "especially not to the other"-- is vitally important.  The other, for Derrida, is the alterity which is irreducible, which continually eludes us.  Yet even this "Differeance is a reference and vice versa."
  This is the means by which we think of that which is still outside our text-- as the other.  So while I see the world in terms of my concepts of history, the world, reality-- and I cannot escape that referential position-- I also, via differance have reference to the unknownness of my concepts of history, the world, and reality (including God).  To make sense of anything, we must interpret referents in terms of other referents.  This does mean that " . . . one cannot refer to this "real" except in an interpretive experience" but as I understand it, that is just to say, I see things from a human perspective-- it does not rule out means of reference.  None of us in this room are working with the same text, because text is your conceptual framework, but it would be safe to say that we have quite similar texts, in Derrida's sense of the word.
  Now as to 'the actual world' beyond all of our texts, Derrida doesn't deny it, he just doesn't know how he could know about it apart from his language and his concepts.   He can't escape language and concepts.  That is what  it is to say we cannot escape the text.  Again, the text is: all possible referents-- and we cannot talk or think outside of reference to our referents (our concepts and ideas of things).   I make sense of an event or thing by way of reference to my ideas, and at that point of reference, the new thing or event has been brought into my text.

We cannot see and refer without mental constructs of language and concepts.  I can expand my language, learn more languages, or broaden my concepts, but I cannot escape language and concepts per se.  Again: that isn't to say that all we have is language and concepts, but it is to say that we can't escape them.  Imagine this: How could I, as a human, know something without language and concepts?  My view of reality is shaped by my experiences, my concepts are formed by my situations and life-examples that I encounter.  My dreams and hopes are limited and fueled by the context and world which I have experienced.  When I refer to something, like a Coke bottle, my ability to refer to that as a Coke-bottle is molded by my context.
  Everything is affected by social and linguistic constructions, and how could it be otherwise?  One can change contexts, but one can never escape context per se-- that would be a position beyond the human condition, the perspective sub specie eternitatus, and none of us fallen humans has that, and to claim that you do, is to claim to know as God knows. (Which is truly silly)

All laws about justice always leave something out.  All religious conceptions leave something out.  Some leave out more than others, certainly, but none are perfect-- and we know this formally.  Deconstruction continually examines our conceptual presuppositions and attempts to shake up old patterns of thought in hopes that hidden remainders will become uncovered.  Deconstruction is about trying to remember what we usually forget, the "other" that is "out."  And there is always something we leave out.  This is why Caputo says:

Postmodern thinking, if it means anything at all, means a philosophy of "alterity," a relentless attentiveness and sensitivity to the "other."   Postmodernism stands for a certain hyper-sensitivity to many "others": the other person, other species, "man's" other, the other West, of Europe, of Being, of the "classic," of philosophy, reason, etc. (the list goes on).



Postmodern thinking is obsessed with the marginalized and forgotten aspects of things.  I know I can't escape a condition of having a text, but I can help change my text.  It seems to me that Derrida encourages sustained reflections, especially novel and disruptive engagements, to help me critically think about the structural influencers of my thought.  To what extent do the peculiarities of my "text" affect my conception of God?   How do my white upper-class reformed Swedish free-church conceptions affect my conceptions?  There is no logic in claiming that since all views are problematic, none are better than others.  Some certainly are.  But I cannot overlook the linguistic and social undergirding for my religious and other beliefs.  I must continue to examine and question my own limitations.  My position is a position, and is never purely neutral or non-subjective.  I always remain a living subject, with a particular context.  So perfectly identical contexts seem, formally, to be impossible.  This is the trouble which deconstruction points out:

The reconstitution of a context can never be perfect and irreproachable seen though it [perfect reconstitution] is a regulative ideal in the ethics of reading, of interpretation, or of discussion.  But since this ideal is unattainable, for reasons which are essential and to which I will doubtless return, the determination, or even the redetermination, the simple recalling of a context is never a gesture that is neutral, innocent, transparent, disinterested.


As it turns out then, Derrida is not promoting an end to philosophy-- but in fact through his metaphysics of absence, or promise, or messianicity, he is emphasizing that philosophy is never over, we are never done, and we face an unending task.  He is against closure-- against determining that finally we have reached the "God's-eye" point of view.

For Example: Deconstruction and Justice


To see what this judging-while-holding-undecidability-in-hand and leaving us without final closure is like, we should look at Derrida's notion of justice, in his famous essay, "Force of Law: The 'Mystical Foundations of Authority'".
  Derrida says "Justice in itself, if such a thing exists, outside or beyond the law, is not deconstructable."  Please note first, that Derrida is speaking about a notion of "Justice" here which is not Platonic.  Derrida is a nominalist, not universalist, and what I mean by that is that justice only happens in a particular circumstance, in a particular event.  Each event is unique and demands consideration and judgment.  So "justice" is 'what would be just right in this particular circumstance.  Direct unmediated unthought reference to universals is ruled out.  Second, he does not say that such a thing, i.e. justice, exists, rather , he is saying it is possible that it exists, and that if it does it is not subject to deconstruction.  However, what we have is the law, which is knowledge, so it is subject to deconstruction.  Caputo expresses this difference between law and justice as a gap:

Laws are sometimes just but they are also sometimes unjust.  Conforming to law sometimes means only mere legality whereas the demands of justice are often served by opposing the law and even spending time in jail.  Laws mean to be just and justice needs good laws in order to be rendered, but there is always a gap, a structural difference between justice and the law. ["Derrida and Theology", 465]

All of us would agree, I think, that the law is not always just, it should be flexible and revisable.  But beyond this, we must have judges to apply the law to situations, and this is not a simple and clear process, in most cases.



As I understand Derrida in his essay, the "practice of law" (that is, any application of the "universal" to the "particular" situation), is an act of deconstruction.  This means that all judges practice deconstruction.  More importantly, it means that our lawmakers intend and revise the law and should continually do this.  Derrida at least means that we shouldn't let the law be a law unto itself, but that we must evaluate it and modify it if need be, always keeping it directed towards justice as its goal.  As Derrida says, "The fact that the law is deconstructible is not bad news.  We may even see it as a stroke of luck for politics, for all historical progress."
   We see again at work Derrida's radical hyper-sensitivity to the limits of my-- of our-- understanding and knowing.  He sees Justice as something beyond, and in this sense "impossible" [for us to grasp].  As Plato, Derrida is always pursuing justice relentlessly.  Derrida, also much like Plato, sees our concepts of justice (our laws) to be always incomplete and inadequate.  But Derrida is not interested in a universal rule or formula of justice.  Instead, he is interested in laws which provide grounds by which to make right and good judgments in particular cases.  We must not expect that our laws are just.  We should in fact keep them under careful scrutiny, watching for the ways that our "legalities" cause injustice.


We are always stuck in the cave.  But deconstruction is what helps us progress.  We are able to reform, and reform, and reformulate again, as we go on our way.  Deconstruction is the way of those who go along their way conscious of their finite limits and looking for the marginalized and forgotten.  

Conclusion (as of now) about Deconstruction


Whenever we say something, we don't say exactly what was meant, because we inadvertently say more and less than we meant, due to the vagueness of language.  Our references and signifiers always create and exclude "others" in the margins, which are forgotten.  Certainly here in this paper I have left out and covered over much of Derrida, and perhaps given some false impressions somehow.  But it is inadvertent, when it has happened.  I have done the best I can for now.  Each time something is said, something of what is being spoken about is lost.  We are infallibly incomplete and stuck in our contingent state.  We are limited to finitude and a life and philosophy of inadequacies.  And that is only human. 


Derrida is no nihilist, relativist or anarchist, in the traditional sense of these words.  He does realize that we are in a position, and that one of the most fundamental conditions for thinking is the realization that there is something we haven't got yet.  His deconstruction keeps us on the move, keeps us thinking.  We look for the differences, the excluded others, the marginalized and forgotten, yet we continually make our way by deciding in spite of the undecidability that we constantly face.  One can see each decision to be a calculated decision of faith.  Judgments are made, all the time, and there is never pure application of rules or law.  There is always a difference in our referring and our signifying, and our concepts go through perpetual change and revisioning, as our visions become sharper, and our understandings richer.  If this is what deconstruction is about, I think some of you might say, "is that all he is saying?".  Of course that isn't all he is saying, but do remember what he is saying-- metaphysics of absence should replace metaphysics of presence, the naive philosophy of presence is dead, and we must face the task of a lifetime, which is to remain hyper-sensitive to the marginalized and excluded others as we speak, do philosophy, or theology, or sociology--in short, as we act and as we live.  This is no mere task, and is, in fact, quite a radical calling.  It is a calling in which we are called to act, knowing all the while that it is a calling which we will never fulfill.    

Apologetic Applications


Derrida has been widely misconstrued and misused by his critics, by his "supporters", in Literary criticism, in popular intellectualist spheres, by freshmen undergraduates, and by many other people who think he justifies their point of view.  Some think Derrida is a philosophical heavyweight behind their personal hedonism and relativism.  This simply shows that many people who advocate deconstruction or postmodernism haven't done much more reading of Derrida than those of his critics who blindly denounce it.  We can and should avoid both paths.  If we listen to what Derrida says, we can bring academic postmodernism to bear upon societal crass-postmodernism.  If we know what deconstruction is about better than those who misuse the label for their own mindless relativism, they will certainly be caught off guard.  If mindless relativists don't want to discuss and think, that is there prerogative, but do not let them think they somehow have the blessing of Jacques Derrida.   


I think Derrida has something specifically for Christians as well.  I think that a faith which realizes that for now we see only in a mirror, darkly, a faith hypersensitive to our finitude, limits, and situatedness of our thinking, should be able to adopt an eschatological metaphysics of absence with an attitude of waiting-- "until he comes".
  A Believer is in danger of trying to "fill in the promise" too much.  It is a danger of religion to idolatarize our desires and preferences into "God's will" and decide that we have absolute certainty in matters which we have no business claiming apodicticity.  As Caputo has put it, deconstruction arms us-- 

 . . . with a heightened sense of suspicion about the constructedness of discourse, including the constructedness of the discourse which claims to transcend discourse [faith].  The result is to leave faith in fear and trembling; but then that is a very religious result, and one of the oldest conditions of faith. [Derrida and Theology, 463]  


Such a faith is not unreasonable.  By now I hope it is clear that deconstruction is a type of argument, and is in a very important sense reason itself.  It would be unreasonable to not practice deconstruction.  Our faith will not be destroyed, it will be better understood for what it is, and will be a richer faith.  One need not become a Mark C. Taylor
 to become a faithful believer adopting some of the insights of Jacques Derrida, as people like John Caputo have shown.
  There are many directions such a project could take, and I think that there is much innovative and creative potential here for those willing to engage the challenging thought of Jacques Derrida.
Obviously, Derrida admits a certain working ideal of perfect undisputable understandings or readings of texts, situations, events, etc.  But he does not think that this ideal is actually attainable.  What we do have is enough consensus to get by.  That is why we can learn, make progress, and agree to standards:

I believe that no research is possible in a community (for example, academic) without the prior search for this minimal consensus and without discussion around this minimal consensus.  Whatever the disagreements between Searle and myself may have been, for instance, no one doubted that I had understood at least the English grammar and vocabulary of his sentences.  Without that no  debate would have begun.



I hope that I have shown at the very least that there is some reason to doubt that Derrida is a nihilist or anti-realist, and I hope it is more clear now that "There is nothing outside the text" might be a more sensible statement than some have made it out to be.

C. Lyotards Pluralism: "Disbelief about metanarrratives"
Jean-Francois Lyotard (1924-  )

It should first be understood that one cannot understand Lyotard without remembering his history as a French Jewish philosopher with the Holocaust eternally at the forefront of his mind.  His main concern is to prevent the horrible hegemony of a mass united in their cause as was the German Republic during World War II.  One should understand Lyotard only in the shadow of the Hollocaust. 

A simplistic but useful way to think of Lyotard is as the philosopher of anti-trust philosophy.  Anti-trust laws are those laws which help prevent one company from taking over an unfair majority of a particular market or industry.  For example, Ma Bell of the 70's was 'broken up' into a lot of smaller companies in an attempt to even out the competition and through diversity make the industry more competitive and healthier.  Two current potential anti-trust problems would be the incredibly massive HMO's in the medical field, some of which are 'gobbling up' hospitals left and right, and secondly the huge banks which have in recent years been buying out hundreds of locally-owned banks.  While these huge hegemonic institutions do provide some efficiency and cost-effective benefits at times, the lurking danger is that they forget about the individuals whom they serve, and trample over the weaker, although more personable, smaller local competitors.  The danger in hegemony is that the hegemonic power will turn depotistic, and cancerous.

Lyotard sees WWII Germany as the worst monopoly of all time.  The world witnessed the great nation of Germany unify under the worst monopoly of modern memory-- the Nazi's.  The Nazi's told a powerful story of the greatness and destiny of the German people, fated to dominate and rule the world, and cleanse it in their struggle to achieve their full greatness.  This monopoly left us the Holocaust in its wake.  It is with this in his mind that Lyotard says, "Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives." Taken out of context, this phrase has been used to sum up postmodernism in general.  This phrase is found in the three-page introduction to his short book The Postmodern Condition: A Report On Knowledge.  It is quite useful to look at the rest of the book, but we will limit ourselves here merely to looking at the rest of the three-page introduction.

Before he gets to his infamous phrase, Lyotard says of science, 

Science has always been in conflict with narratives.  Judged by the yardstick of science, the majority of them prove to be fables.  But to the extent that science does not restrict itself to stating useful regularities and seeks the truth, it is obliged to legitimate the rules of its own game.  It then produces a discourse of legitimation with respect to its own status, a discourse called philosophy.
 

Up to this point, Lyotard has said that science often conflicts with other narratives which explain non-scientific fields, (i.e., literature, love, religion, or art).  This of course isn't a problem, as long as science is willing to restrict itself to helping us design better airplanes and developing new breeds of seed corn.  But people often try to govern everything with science, and then it must come up with self-legitimating narratives of its own, and this is provided through philosophy.
    Lyotard now goes on immediately to say,

I will use the term modern to designate any science that legitimates itself with reference to a metadiscourse of this kind making an explicit appeal to some grand narrative, such as the dialectics of Spirit, the hermeneutics of meaning, the emancipation of the rational or working subject, or the relation of wealth. . . . if a metanarrative implying a philosophy of history is used to legitimate knowledge, questions are raised concerning the validity of the institutions governing the social bond: these must be legitimated as well.  Thus justice is consigned to the grand narrative in the same way as truth.

Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern  as incredulity towards metanarratives. 

Here it is quite clear that modern refers to the practice of trying to legitimate scientific discourse through particular narratives like Hegel's dialectics of spirit, Husserl's or Sauserre's hermeneutics of meaning, Descartes or others' emancipation of the rational subject, Marx's emancipation of the working subject, and so on.  Postmodern, in contrast to these attempts to philosophically justify science, is a turn of attitude, an attitude of suspicion towards these types of grand schemes of legitimating science.

Now Lyotard is certainly not saying that postmodern means we have no more narratives at all, or that postmodernism just lets the smoothest talker or most powerful authority win.  He says,

Postmodern knowledge is not simply a tool of the  authorities; it refines our sensitivity to differences and reinforces our ability to tolerate the incommensurable.  Its principle is not the expert's homology, but the inventor's paralogy.

Postmodern realizations do not just give up the concept of truth to those with power or a smooth tongue.  Instead, the postmodern is suspicious of any metanarrative because the postmodern is sensitive to the differences and so builds a greater ability to tolerate diversity.  Postmodernity is no longer ruled by the experts ability to tell a unified story, rather, it is governed by the principle of inventiveness, desiring the new and innovative as disruption.  In short, as Lyotard is here presenting it, the postmodern turn brings an attitude which invites disruption, in the hope of preventing scientistic or other violent and repressive hegemony to cover up and over reality.  Postmodern philosophers are the guardians of the truth with a capital T insofar as they keep us from crowning any lesser idols of our own as deities.  They protect the honor of the name “Truth” insofar as they keep us ever-distant.  Lyotard thinks we have had enough of the attempt to get a hold on "the whole truth":

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries have given us as much nostalgia of the whole and the one, for the reconciliation of the concept and the sensible, of the transparent and the communicable experience.  Under the general demand for slackening and for appeasement, we can hear the mutterings of the desire for a return of terror, for the realization of the fantasy to seize reality.  The answer is: Let us wage war on totality; let us be witnesses to the unpresentable; let us activate the differences and save the honor of the name.
 (PC 81-2)

Here Lyotard makes it clear that his focus is against coercion.  He is most concerned to prevent and avert coercion, rather than being so concerned with how to build consensus.  Lyotard does not have all answers for all problems.  What he does have is a Jewish voice speaking against marginalization and oppression witnessed in one of the worst wars of all times. 

Today we live in an America which seems to feel that it is in dire crisis.  The greater and more obnoxious disparity between the wealthy and the poor in this country is planting the seeds of another revolution, and it feels at times like people are more concerned with security and stability than they are in justice.  That is certainly the case in Russia and other former east-block countries and African nations.  Will this desire for security and stability ultimately override justice?  The price for a healthy pluralism in the truly democratic sense is dissent.  There is dissent in any open forum.  Lyotard calls us to encourage dissent, so that we will not end up with more violent hegemonies on our hands in the future.  It is better to have many voices speaking, none of them in hegemonic control, than to have a monolithic voice able to shout down all of the others into submission.

This Lyotardian logic does make sense, to a point.  I think it is vital to note its intentions and its  reasonableness.  There is danger in any hegemonic power, and some degree of pluralism seems to be not only useful but useful in most human enterprises, including our philosophy, politics, and religion.  There is a need for critical voices to keep us from idolatry and ideological oppression.  In this sense it is good to have dissent, and some disagreement.  Yet, I agree with Richard Rorty who says that Lyotard is to a certain extent dogmatically leftist: 

Lyotard unfortunately retains one of the Left’s silliest ideas-- that escaping from such institutions is automatically a good thing, because it insures that one will not be “used” by the evil forces which have “co-opted” these institutions.  Leftism of this sort necessarily devalues consensus and communication, for insofar as the intellectual remains able to talk to people outside the avante-garde she “compromise” herself.

Rorty, as Derrida, is concerned with dialogue and consensus.  Solidarity is necessary for discussion, whether it is acknowledged or not.  Lyotard appears skittish about hegemonic power that he leaves us with little in the way of a constructive possibility for discourse and consensus on at least very basic issues.  This is the fundamental truth which philosophers from Socrates to Derrida and Rorty usually acknowledge-- we have to have some hope, some sort of an ideal, of an up-ahead-something  (to be as ambiguous as possible) which we are seeking after.  Otherwise, why to we continue?  Knowledge, as Aristotle says, is of the universal and general.  Insofar as we look for principles and are concerned with community consensus and support, we maintain at the very least a regulative or formal notion of an ideal. 
C. Foucaults's Genealogy of Power: "Everything is dangerous"
a. Knowledge is Power
Perhaps Foucault is (mistakenly) best known for the slogan, "knowledge is power," which is taken to mean that 'anything you say is just a power-move on your part, so I need not take it as true, but only as an expression of your desire for power.'  Foucault has read his Nietzsche, but he does not ever make such a silly statement as "knowledge is power."  Foucault directly denies this slogan:

You must understand that is a part of the destiny common to all problems once they are posed: they degenerate into slogans. . . . you have to understand that when I read-- and I know it has been attributed to me-- the thesis, "Knowledge is power," or "Power is knowledge," I begin to laugh, since studying their relation is precisely my problem.  If they were identical, I would not have to study them and I would be spared a lot of fatigue as a result.  the very fact that I pose the quesion of their relation proves clearly that I do not [equate] them.(Politics 43)

Foucault speaks quite clearly for himself. Of course he does not think that knowledge is power, because his whole question is: how do power relations affect my knowing processes?  He wants to know how that my desire to maintain my job, for example, would affect my view on minority hiring quotas, or the ability of women to work in my position.  He want to know how that my concern to maintain my position, or to force a particular outcome  play a role in my opinions about “the truth.”   In another interview, Peter Burger asked Foucault, “Marxism has been criticized for analyzing everything, in the final analysis, to an economic problem.  Can you, too, bot be criticized for seeing power everywhere and, in the final analysis, of rewducing everything to power?” to which Foucault responded,

That’s an important question.  For me, power is the problem that has to be resolved.  Take an example like the prisons.  I want to study the way in which people set about using--and late on in history-- imprisonment, rather than banishment or torture, as a punitive method. . . . I constantly show the economic or political origin of these methods; but, while refraining from seeing power everywhere, I also think there is a specificity in these new techniques of training.  I believe that the methods used, right down to the way of conditioning an individual’s behavior, have a logic, obey a type of rationality, and are all based on one another to form a sort of specific stratum.
 

There is, for Foucault, a logic of power, which guides much of politics, renditions of history, and cultural patterns of thought.  Foucault wants to critically analyze who we are and how we think, in order to help us explore new possibilities of thought, and to break past old boundaries of stereotypes and insecurities:

The critical ontology of ourselves . . . has to be conceived as an attitude, an ethos, a philosophical life in which the critique of what we are is at one and the same time the historical analysis of the limits that are imposed on us and an experiment with the possibility of going beyond them. (FR 50)

History has no 'meaning'

 
This phrase, “history has no meaning” could be taken as a atheistic prejudice that God has no purpose for reality.  It might be better thought of as a claim that we do not have access to know the one and final meaning of each historical event.  Foucault says,

History has no "meaning," though this is not to say that it is absurd or incoherent.  On the contrary, it is intelligible and should be susceptible to analysis down to the smallest detail--but this in accordance with the intelligibility of struggles, of strategies and tactics. (FR 56)

The point here is that any notion of "the history" of an event is not pure, not free from prejudices of perspective.  Every history is a story told by someone.  That isn't to say that history is merely a make-believe fairy tale invented by imagination, but it is to say that when a subject (individual) gives an account of an event, their account is by definition subjective (of a subject) and particularly idiocycratic in a certain type of way.  This is more obvious on a broader societal level, where societies perpetuate certain ways of describing events and happenings.  We have a tendency to think that our perspective is the best one ever, that we can see things more clearly than any of our predecessors.  But the fact is that we live in time and cannot escape our contingent state to achieve a perfectly non-context-influenced position from which to view "history".  In this sense then, we cannot get at the history of the world, or an event, etc.  This realization should, according to Foucault, lead to modesty: 

I think we should have the modesty to say to ourselves that, on the one hand, the time we live in is not the unique or fundamental or irruptive point in history where everything is completed and begun again. We must also have the modesty to say, on the other hand, that . . . the time we live in is very interesting; . . . It is a time like any other, or rather, a time which is never quite like any other. (Politics, 36)

Foucault doesn't want to try to find "the perfect story" of history.  He doesn't think that is possible.  His project is primarily critical.  Foucault is not interested in finding solutions.  He is interested in pointing out problems.  He is actively concerned with showing the overlooked dangers and unresolved tensions in our thinking.  This leads Foucault not to apathy, but rather leads him to a hyper-activism:

You see, what I want to do is not the history of solutions . . . I would like to do the genealogy of problems, of problematiques.  My point is not that everything is bad, but that everything is dangerous, which is not exactly the same as bad.   If everything is dangerous, then we always have something to do.  So my position leads not to apathy but to a hyper- and pessimistic activism.

I think that the ethico-politcal choice we have to make every day is to determine which is the main danger.  (FR, 343)

Foucault, as Lyotard, is interested in finding unexplored options, unthought of ways, by putting the status quo in question and raising serious difficulties.  His concern is not in building consensus, but in preventing violent hegemony: "The farthest I would go is to say that perhaps one must not be for consensuality, but one must be against nonconsensuality."(FR 379)  Again, we find a pluralistic obsession, which is, as far as I have here presented it, not so distant from Lyotard's.  While I do think that Foucault and Lyotard’s concerns are legitimate, they do not provide us with much in the way of constructive paradigms for community, consensus, etc. 

6. Conclusion: The "End" Of Philosophy?
Some have talked a great deal about the end of philosophy, or metaphysics, or epistemology.  This is all peculiar talk, in a way, since philosophy as a practice seems to continue on.  But after  Derrida, Lyotard, Caputo and Foucault (and the tradition they represent from Kant, Hegel, and Nietzsche to Heidegger and even Dewey), some would say that certainly a part of philosophy has died.  In Epistemology, for example, traditional foundationalism and attempts at logical positivism have been left behind for dead.   The attempt to annihilate the skeptic has just about run out of steam.  The naive thinking that we could attain a God's eye perspective has been discredited, and so, killed.  We realize that even science is not neutral, after Thomas Kuhn. 

One can take Nietzsche's "God is dead" to mean at least in part "the notion of a God's eye perspective is dead".  I take radical phrases like "the truth is that there is no Truth" to mean quite often, we have no certain apodictic truth with a capital "T".
  Any such claims are claims made in faith and hope, not certainty.  Does this make wild-eyed skeptics to be too domestic?  I don't think so.  If you read much Caputo, or Derrida, or Lyotard or Foucault, you soon realize that they are not out to destroy tradition, they are out to reform it, from within itself.
 Deconstruction is not about destruction.  It is about bringing out tension out which is already within the texts themselves, bringing about alternative motifs, marginalized voices within the texts.  "Deconstuction means to complicate reference, not to deny it: it insists that there is no reference without difference, no reference (il n'y a pas) outside a textual chain (horstexte)"
  To brush Derrida aside by calling him historicist or revisionary is not only a misreading, it indicates a lack of reading any Derrida whatsoever.  

Derrida and the thinkers above-mentioned who are critical of various aspects of the tradition have not ushered in the end of philosophy, by their own account.
 Granted, there is talk about the "end of philosophy" or the "end of metaphysics" found in some of Derrida and other's writings, but if you read them in the context of their work, you will usualloy find that they qualify "philosophy" which is no longer tenable as "philosophy of presence", for example, in the Husserlian sense]  What they have brought to the table are questions about the contextual and situational  nature of our thinking and knowing, and these questions bring to an end a certain naive way of doing philosophy.  They have brought out the part which our own minds, (Kant) our greed (Marx), sin (Kierkegaard), our will to power (Nietzsche) our neurosis (Freud), sentiment (James), our desire for self-sovereignty (Shestov), instrumental ends (Dewey), our intentionality (Levinas), our thinking in terms of presence (Derrida), and power relations (Foucault) play in our knowing.

 7. The Dangers of Thinking
Of course these thinkers are dangerous, but as Michel Foucault said, "Everything is dangerous".  Curiosity can be dangerous, and so can mental lethargy.  Evangelicals tend to avoid American Pragmatists, postmodern thinkers, and continental philosophy in general like the plague.  Yet this posture of purposed ignorance can only be harmful to us.  We have to face the thoughts of these thinkers squarely, not just to use ambush tactics and pot-shots, and I am convinced that we can even accept many of their central insights and even appreciate them while remaining faithful. 

After these questions and questioners (and the many others like them) are seriously taken on the table, we can no longer do epistemology naively, as though we had direct unmeditated noncontextual knowledge of our world.  We must look to the role  personal and societal ends play in our beliefs.   And it seems that after taking these philosophers seriously, the projects of epistemology, metaphysics, and philosophy must shift their focus.  No longer should epistemology spend itself on defeating the skeptic, rather, it should be concerned with questions like "How is it that I come to say 'this is true?'" or "What kinds of ends should I value?"   Philosophy Derridean style is concerned with damage-control, being careful readers and keeping the marginalized voices within the texts heard.  But many philosophers ignore these questions, these projects, these philosophers, and so go on as though these questions weren't worth while.  I believe that these questions, rather than threatening Christians, should be the very questions Christians should be interested in, and raising themselves.

 8. Philosophy as Arrogance and Self-Sovereignty
To demand to know the exact limits of our epistemic knowledge is in some ways similar to wanting to know exactly what we must do to please God-- such a request is made by one who is not willing to trust God, but who would rather be in control.  Such demands for apodictic certainty are on the verge of being claims against God's sovereignty, claims to want to be transformed into the objective transcendent knower, demands to escape our human subjectivity and frailty.  We must be careful in our epistemic claims, as it is obvious that sin plays a role in our determining what we determine to be true.

Traditional philosophy can be seen as an attempt to  gain self-sovereignty, (Shestov) and an attempt to escape our human condition.  Plato sought the absolute knowledge of the Forms.  Aristotle sought necessity and certainty.  Descartes wanted absolutely secure foundations.  Spinoza loved necessity.  Reid wanted to just assume a direct certainty about the connection between our perceptions and the way things are.  Kant wanted completeness, certainty, and necessity.  Husserl wanted apodictic certainty through pure and timeless ego. And the whole analytic tradition from Frege to Russell to Ayer has its roots in a desire to get mathematical certainty in our knowing claims.  Always there seems to be an attempt to escape our human condition.  This seems to many to be an unreasonable and neurotic. 

The task of thinking is to maintain an ideal of objective truth while realizing that it is not only temporarily distant, but structurally impossible for us to attain as human beings.  Insofar as I want to know as God knows, I want to know without perspective-- without subjectivity-- perfectly objectively-- sub specie eternitatus-- but this is not possible for me as human being.  I do not give up my ideal, but I maintain the remembrance that the perfect is not mine to have.  I want to know God, but I do not expect to know like God.  

Is a demand for sovereign secure necessity a goal that is compatible with the Judeo-Christian tradition?  It seems to me that such a search for security is more like an attempt to gain self-sovereignty much like the way Adam and Eve sought autonomy through taking from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  Shestov says of Hegel, "Hegel was not at all embarrassed to say that the serpent who had spoken the truth to the first man and that the fruits of the tree of knowledge became the source of philosophy for all time."   I don't think it is outlandish to say that philosophy is to a certain extent a search for sovereignty.  But doesn't that make it a very dangerous enterprise, and shouldn't we be quite concerned with developing self-critical habits through regularly listening to the critical voices within our tradition?  Inasmuch as we marginalize and ignore these critical voices, aren't we just closing our ears to dissent, neglecting self-criticism and leaving ourselves available to naive arrogance?  The prophets of old often had a difficult time getting respect, Christ and his dissenting disciples were crucified for their criticisms.  We just don't like criticism.  It is a part of our nature, and so it seems to me, attention to make sure we are forced into self-reflection and dialogical consideration of our opinions, we should read more of the philosophers of critique. 

Of course we cannot advocate anti-intellectualism in the sense of "I'm against thinking".  But I am against the tendency in philosophy to intellectualize ourselves right out of our own skins and contexts-- in short, to intellectualize ourselves right out of humanity.  I am against anti-human philosophy, inhuman philosophy (like Kierkegaard, Marcel).  But this tendency in my thought arises out of a hyper-sensitivity to my finitude, sin, and limits, not because I am taken up with sexy french philosophy written by “radicals.”  It is ironic that, apart from Augustine and Kierkegaard and Shestov, that it has been primarily non-Christians of the likes of Hume, Marx, Nietzsche, Dewey, Derrida and Foucault who have best brought critique to the tradition in terms of the limits of human understanding, though this appears to be the very sort of thing Christians should be bringing up.  What could be appropriate for a Christian philosophy, particularly  Reformed Christian philosophy, than to bring up the ways sin, finitude and ignorance are realities in our lives?  Certainly Caputo, Derrida, Foucault and Lyotard stand strongly against marginalization, alienation, and manipulation, and Christians can certainly stand against these things as well.  When this is realized, we can begin to sensitively find appreciation for these thinkers, rather than fear and (at times) loathing.
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