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différance A neologism that refers to both a sense of spatial dispersal and temporal deferral characteristic of textuality. 
logocentrism The belief that language can serve as an unmediated expression for thought. 

metaphysics of presence The privilege accorded to the present tense in the determination of Being in western philosophy.  

performative A linguistic act that brings into existence, or enacts, what it seems to describe, e.g. “I name this ship…”.  
textuality A conceptual figure for the generalisation of those attributes normally ascribed to writing (e.g. absence, chance, spatial dissemination, temporal delay, impurity) to any and all practices of signification.  
Synopsis
Deconstruction is as a tradition of philosophical analysis associated with the work of Jacques Derrida. Deconstruction has a presence across a number of disciplines, as well as in popular culture. Deconstruction can be understood as a form of parasitical analysis, and is just as likely to be vindicatory as disobliging. The trajectory of deconstruction is divided into a critical and an affirmative phase. The basic features of deconstruction as a way of reading are illustrated by Derrida’s treatment of the distinction between speech and writing in various philosophical and theoretical traditions. Themes such as ‘logocentrism’ and the ‘metaphysics of presence’ indicate the spatial and temporal resonances of deconstruction. Derrida’s work became more explicitly concerned with ethical and political issues from the late 1980s onwards. This phase of deconstruction was in part parasitical on a reworking of concepts drawn from Analytical philosophy. Deconstruction therefore illustrates the relationship between theory-formation and the movement of philosophy. Geographers have taken up deconstruction as a mode of ideology-critique, as the basis of alternative spatial ontologies, as well as in postcolonial geography, and in geographies of radical democracy. The central question raised by these usages of deconstruction in human geography is whether and how deconstructive motifs can be applied to social science research.  

Introduction: What’s in a name? 

Deconstruction is a distinctive tradition of philosophical analysis and textual criticism. It is indelibly associated with the writing of Jacques Derrida (1930-2004). Deconstruction first came to prominence in the 1960s and 1970s, as one strand of a wave of structuralist and post-structuralist thought emanating from the French academy. Derrida is often thought of as the quintessentially ‘French’ theorist, but deconstruction has been most influential in the English-speaking academy. By the 1990s, Derrida’s writings were translated into English almost without delay. Deconstruction is a tradition that exists in and through the medium, institutions, and conventions of translation.  
Deconstruction has a distinctive presence in contemporary popular culture. Derrida has had a pop song written in his honour, and he ‘starred in a documentary film about his life. The academic reception of deconstruction is difficult to disentangle from a succession of very public controversies in which Derrida himself, or deconstruction as an intellectual movement, became more or less willingly involved. This includes the ‘Cambridge Affair’ in 1992, when a few disgruntled academics formally objected to the University of Cambridge conferring an honorary degree on Derrida, and the invocation of deconstruction in the ‘Sokal Affair’ in the late 1990s, a controversy surrounding the status of social constructionism and scientific authority. When Derrida died in 2004, comment extended well beyond the usual academic memorials and broadsheet obituaries to the letters pages and op-ed pages of major national newspapers in North America and Europe. 
The presence of deconstruction in popular culture provides an interesting counterpoint to what is often a rather self-righteous academic insistence, by Derrida and others, that deconstruction is peculiarly resistant to definition. This is normally how entries on Deconstruction, such as this one, would start. Derrida once commented that any proposition of the form ‘Deconstruction is X’ was missing the point. His philosophical work was, amongst other things, a serious reflection on the significance of the different mediums through which things present themselves to thought and action – so, in a sense, there is no singular thing, ‘deconstruction’, waiting definition; rather, different aspects of deconstruction are revealed through its varied enactments. But, if that sounds a little precious and self-serving, the popular presence of deconstruction should not be dismissed too rapidly.  Deconstruction has become, whatever Derrida’s intentions, a popular verb referring to the dismantling and taking apart of authoritative narratives, opinions, or identities, exposing their contingency to view, and thereby calling into question their validity. This is, for example, the sense in which deconstruction is used in J.B. Harley’s influential ‘deconstruction’ of modern cartography. In this usage, deconstruction serves as a popular synonym for the more austere sounding concept of critique – its presented as a form of demystification, an exposure of error or partiality. Deconstruction is also associated, more positively, with particular styles of artistic practice that take apart and then reassemble the materials and conventions of established genres. The model here is so-called deconstructivist architecture, with which Derrida himself was closely associated through his collaborations with internationally renowned architects such as Peter Eisenman and Bernard Tschumi. 
The reason to acknowledge the populist reference in an academic entry on Deconstruction is because the mixing of genres and the disrupting of boundaries is a defining feature of Derrida’ academic work. Derrida’s writing ranges over a huge range of topics and fields. This includes the canon of Western philosophy from Plato onwards, including Rousseau, Kant and Hegel, and Nietzche, Husserl and Heidegger. But Derrida’s reading of philosophy is explicitly inflected by an engagement with the canon of modernist literature, including Mallarmé, Celan, Blanchot, and Joyce. One recurrent theme of Derrida’s work is the degree to which a clear-cut distinction between philosophical reason and literary expression is not possible (more generally, this commitment might be one feature that distinguishes so-called ‘continental philosophy’ from so-called ‘analytic philosophy).  Derrida also engages with the work of key modern social and political thinkers, including Marx, Freud, Saussure, and Levi-Strauss. Here, the recurrent theme is the degree to which modern social science entrains a series of philosophical tropes just as it breaks from classical metaphysical modes of reflection. In his engagement with the work of Emmanuel Levinas, Walter Benjamin, and Søren Kierkegaard, Derrida similarly raises the question of whether the secularization associated with post-Enlightenment reason can or should break wholly with intuitions of religious faith. And in his consistent engagement with non-written arts including painting and architecture, Derrida likewise raises questions about the hierarchies between different sensory modalities that elevate philosophical reflection to the highest order. 
While deconstruction certainly addresses grand philosophical themes, it is nevertheless important to recognise that it does so through a sustained engagement with the written mediums through which conceptual thought is articulated - that is, with the problem of textuality. So, while it is also the case that deconstruction is not ‘mere’ literary theory, it is probably best approached as a way of reading. As a method of analysis, deconstruction exposes unacknowledged implications in existing traditions of thought. If this is understood solely as a critical impulse, however, then deconstruction would be hardly different from a form of the ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’. But Derrida might be better thought of not so much as a critic, and more an advocate of the writers and texts he subjected to forensic attention. Derrida’s work bequeaths us with a whole new genre of theory, one which puts a premium on working through ideas inherited from the past and taking responsibility for their future direction. 

If, then, deconstruction is a style of thought characterised by a certain sort of reading-work, then it is also the case that the general significance of Derrida’s work cannot be detached from the distinctive style of his writing. All of Derrida’s significant works are commentaries on texts by other writers. Deconstruction thus works through the elaboration of particular texts, rather than creating concepts or general systems. The concepts most often associated with deconstruction – such as ‘pharmakon’, ‘trace’, ‘chora’ – are all found by Derrida in the texts he reads. He shows that they turn out to have greater potential meaning than they are usually ascribed by their host traditions.  The form of Derrida work therefore work enacts ones of the central themes of that work, the double logic ‘exemplarity’. Derrida suggests that assertions of universal claims are in principle threatened by the very examples invoked to support that claim. On the face of it, an example plays a merely illustrative function in the presentation of universal concepts. But by demonstrating that the universal claim cannot quite stand on its own, without the support of the example, the appeal to the example also opens up to view what Derrida calls ‘the strange logic of the supplement’ (more on that below). Concrete, specific examples, articulated in a particular idiom or from a place, make the thought of the universal possible but as such they make the full purity of universality strictly impossible. Examples bring to mind the universal but they also stand in its place, deferring and displacing universality at its core. This idea is not meant to ruin the possibility of conceptual reasoning. And the systematically parasitical dependence on other texts for the elaboration of a deconstructive conceptual vocabulary suggests that any generalisation of deconstructive motifs as if they were settled universal truths to be applied straightforwardly in other contexts should be viewed with some scepticism.  

Given the size, range, and depth of Derrida’s oeuvre, it is useful to think of his career falling into two phases. In the first phase, deconstruction was an avowedly critical enterprise, and became closely associated with a rigorous mode of literary-theoretical textual analysis (see Deconstruction: The Basics). In the second phase, deconstruction takes on a more affirmative tenor, associated with a turn to more explicit concern with issues of ethics and politics (see Deconstruction and Politics). Human geography’s engagement with deconstruction is very much inflected with the latter phase (see Deconstruction in Geography).  

Deconstruction: The Basics
Derrida’s most important work is Of Grammatology, first published in France in 1967, and translated into English in 1976. Of Grammatology lays out the basic lineaments of a deconstructive method of philosophical analysis that refuses to ignore the textual medium in which universal philosophical propositions are presented. It is in this book that Derrida makes the famous claim that ‘There is nothing outside the text’. This remark has become one of the most widely cited maxims in in twentieth-century philosophy, and also one of the most widely (and often wilfully) misunderstood. It is best understood as an interpretative rule, according to which reading follows the immanent patterns of texts to lay bare inconsistencies and contradictions, rather than apply external criteria of interpretation in order to impose unity on them. This protocol of literal reading draws on an older and deeper tradition of heterodox hermeneutics that stretches back to Baruch Spinoza, which is marked by an anti-interpretative emphasis on refusing to suppose that texts must have singular, unified meanings determined by authorial intention, or historical context, or social factors. 
Of Grammatology consists of close readings of canonical texts by the founder of modern structural linguistics, Saussure; the anthropologist Levi-Strauss, who pioneered structuralist anthropology; and one of the pivotal figures of modern political thought, Rousseau. It amounts to a sustained critical engagement with some of the founding texts of radical egalitarian thought – the political inflections of deconstruction are evident even in this first phase. In the case of each author, Derrida identifies a tendency to denigrate writing as a secondary, contingent medium for the articulation of pure thoughts properly expressed in direct speech. Derrida calls this privileging of expressive speech over the dangers and impurities of materially mediated communication ‘logocentrism’. Logocentrism embodies a deep prejudice in Western thought for the ideal of a disembodied, isolated subject free from dependence on others.   
In the first, critical phase of deconstruction, the inherently normative evaluation of the relationship between speech and writing, orality and literacy, is subjected to an unrelenting analysis that leads to apparently perverse conclusions, revolving around ‘the strangle logic of the supplement’. Derrida argues that if writing is able to act as a material support to the purity of expressive speech that always threatens to supplant the original, then this logically implies that something essential must be absent from the pure form. It turns out that far from being a mere supplement, writing is a necessary supplement to the supposedly pure form of speech. 
The ‘supplementary’ analysis of speech and writing in Of Grammatology therefore exemplifies a more general theme in deconstruction, whereby what is secondary, accidental, or contingent turns out to be fundamental to the working of identities, meanings, and systems. In 1988, Derrida characterized deconstruction as ‘a practical analysis of the parasite and of the axiomatics upon which its interpretation is based’. And in invoking the parasite as the term with which to question the normativity of received understandings of belonging and property, Derrida made recourse to a resolutely spatial figure. 

Derrida calls the assumption that phenomena such as meaning or identity must have essential forms ‘the metaphysics of presence’. This term indicates the relevance of deconstruction to geography’s concern with spatiality and temporality. Deconstruction is in part indebted to Martin Heidegger’s argument that Western thought has consistently privileged the present tense when trying to apprehend the nature of Being. By affirming the irreducible role of writing in the expression of thought, Derrida argues that all those qualities for which writing (or textuality) stands – absence, spatial and temporal extension, the threat of intention going astray or of destinations not reached – are constitutive of apparently free standing entities such as the unified self-identical subject of philosophical reason. This theme is articulated by one of Derrida’s most important neologisms, the notion of différance. This term refers to the movement of spatial dispersal and temporal deferral that Derrida holds to be the condition of possibility for any and all identity, punctuality, or unity.  

In human geography, as in any other fields, Derrida’s work is most often thought of as a poststructuralist radicalization of structuralist accounts of the relational quality of meaning (and by extension, of the identities that condition a stable sense of subjectivity). On this understanding, Derrida is usually interpreted as affirming an endless, interminable play of ambiguous meaning that escapes any attempt at closure. But the focus in his work on relations of presence and absence also indicates the degree to which deconstruction is indebted to phenomenology – a tradition of thought concerned with making sense of the contours of experience and consciousness. This is a much more important context for understanding deconstruction than is usually acknowledged in the interpretation of Derrida as a poststructuralist thinker. Derrida’s earliest work was on Husserl, the founder of modern phenomenology. His analysis of the metaphysics of presence, as already suggested, is developed in a tense relation of attraction and repulsion to the work of Martin Heidegger, the other pivotal thinker of the phenomenological tradition. And one of Derrida’s closest mentors was Emmanuel Levinas, with whom his writing engages in an oblique dialogue from the 1960s onwards. Levinas’s phenomenological writings challenge Heidegger’s privileging of fundamental ontology and reassert the priority of ethical orientations to others as the constitutive mode of human relationality. By bringing his analysis of logocentrism to bear on this tradition, Derrida points up the limitations of the persistent privilege accorded to the immediacy of subjective experience in phenomenology.  
In relation to both structuralism and phenomenology, Derrida’s itinerary remains firmly entrenched in what has become known as ‘continental philosophy’. But Derrida’s own work engages in important ways with what is often considered a distinctively Anglophone tradition of analytical philosophy. In Derrida’s case, this is most clearly evident in his long-time engagement with the writings of J. L. Austin, the most famous exponent of ordinary language philosophy. Derrida’s treatment of Austin’s idiosyncratic ‘linguistic phenomenology’ is the most important single source for the popularisation of the notion of performativity across the social sciences and humanities. In the 1970s, Austin became the focus of an ill-tempered exchange between Derrida and the American philosopher John Searle. This exchange has become one model for the mutual hostility and incomprehension between analytical and continental philosophy. However, Derrida’s ongoing appreciation of Austin, as well as the reliance on Austin’s vocabulary in making deconstruction more widely intelligible from the 1980s onwards, is indicative of a much more messy – perhaps even parasitical - relationship between deconstruction and ordinary language philosophy than is often admitted by either side of analytical/continental division. 

The connection between the work of the quintessentially French philosopher – Derrida - and the principal exponent of ordinary language philosophy – Austin – helps to throw into relief two features of deconstruction that are often ignored by treating it simply as a version of poststructuralist theories of signification. 

First, it indicates that deconstruction is not best thought of as being concerned with language, textuality or meaning in narrow ways. It is just one part of a broader revival of interest in the arts of rhetoric, in language-in-use. The history of Western thought can be understood as a long quarrel between serious reason, and rhetoric, which is classically defined as the art of persuasion and eloquence, and looked upon with varying degrees of suspicion. From one perspective, science, rationality and enlightenment overcome religion, superstition and magic. A counter-narrative sees in this process only the subordination of visceral, creative pluralism to soulless reason. The quarrel turns on a shared set of opposed pairs: reason versus passion, fact versus opinion; neutral versus partisan; reason versus rhetoric. These oppositions underplay the extent to which rhetoric, as a classical discipline, was concerned with the ways in which audiences could be swayed through a combination of both rationality and emotion. Derrida’s consistent concern with the medium in which philosophical truth is communicated – its textuality – and with the parasitic relationship between the value of truth and the forms of fiction and imagination, sits squarely within a tradition of thought that endeavours to reorder these oppositional pairs, rather than assert the superiority of one over the other. 
There is a second important feature of Derrida’s debt to Austin. Austin’s account of ordinary language focussed on the different sorts of ‘force’ that secured the authority of acts that had no final foundation in representational truth (by which he meant something like ‘intention’). Derrida drew on and embellished Austin’s analysis of the conventional qualities of public acts of language-use to open up a more political line of questioning concerning the foundational conditions for the success of various sorts of ‘performative’ acts. For example, this included an analysis of the force of the constitutional foundations of modern democracy. The reference to Austin is also evident in Derrida’s most influential political essay, the Force of Law, which is an extended reflection on the relationships between justice, law, and violence. In short, it was Austin’s resolutely English, almost parochial philosophical vocabulary that served as the preferred register in which Derrida, the very embodiment of ‘French Theory’, sought to articulate the politics of deconstruction from the late 1980s onwards. 
Deconstruction and Politics
Derrida’s work has been consistently subjected to the demand for an account of its ‘political’ relevance. The politics of deconstruction in its critical phase was somewhat unclear. The elusive quality of Derrida’s writing generated a great deal of commentary in which deconstruction was often interpreted as a version of ideology-critique, which could help to expose the contingent foundations of naturalised ways of thinking about identity, meaning, or subjectivity. In this interpretation, deconstruction’s demonstration of ambivalence, contradiction, or silence in canonical traditions of thought is assumed to automatically exert a debunking force: it is assumed that showing the contingent conditions of beliefs or values weakens the level of confidence which should be invested in them. This interpretation, while widespread, misplaces the ethical and political significance of Derrida’s work. Any political interpretation of deconstruction must give due weight to how Derrida’s writing, in its very method and style, reorders the assumed relationship that underwrites standard models of academic critique between what is given and what is possible. Derrida does not present what is given as in need of negation or transcendence, or as something to be overcome, transformed, or sloughed off. Rather, the given is treated as an inheritance, one that must be approached responsibly in order to judge what should be subjected to criticism, what should be jettisoned, and what should be affirmed. This means that any exercise in deconstruction is just as likely to be affirmative or vindicatory of its chosen object of analysis as it is to carry a debunking force.  

The affirmative ethos of deconstruction became much more explicit in the last decade and a half of Derrida’s career. Deconstruction had reached its institutional zenith in the 1980s, primarily in literary studies in the USA. Up to this time, deconstruction had been less than warmly received in mainstream English-language philosophy. A shift in Derrida’s work from calling Western philosophy to task for its blindspots, towards developing a vocabulary of ethical concern and political responsibility coincides with a series of controversies which propelled deconstruction onto the front-pages of national newspapers in the USA, UK, and Europe. In view of deconstruction’s intellectual proximity to Martin Heidegger’s work, one of the relevant controversies surrounded renewed interest in the depth and profundity of Heidegger’s Nazi affiliations in the 1930s and 1940s. A much more influential controversy followed the revelation in 1987 that Paul de Man, Derrida’s close friend and the leading deconstructionist critic in the USA until his death in 1983, had penned anti-Semitic literary journalism in war-time Belgium. 
In the wake of these controversies, Derrida’s writing undergoes an explicit ethical and political turn. This leads, paradoxically perhaps, to a much more receptive engagement with deconstruction across the social sciences than had been the case when it had been so closely identified as literary theory. The ethical dimensions of deconstruction became increasingly foregrounded as the importance of Levinas as a reference point for Derrida’s project became more widely appreciated. Derrida’s own writing also began to address itself much more explicitly to ethical and political topics in various traditions of political theory, moral philosophy, and theology. 
Derrida’s later work focussed on a family of virtues and values of relating: hospitality, forgiveness, confession, tolerance, testifying, bearing witness, gift relations, mourning, justice, friendship. These all refer to a set of attentive, generous, and responsive ways of relating to others. Derrida’s writings on these topics have contributed to the idea that ethics is primarily concerned with the relationships of responsibility to otherness. This understanding is evident in recent work in human geography on post-structuralist ethics, non-representational theory, and geographies of responsibility.
However, Derrida’s philosophical revival of this set of topics should not be too quickly consigned to the ethereal arena of ethics. What is at stake is an effort to think about politics without conforming to established models of collective life, which depend either on idealised models of consensus and reciprocity or darkly pessimistic views about violence and antagonism which evacuate any and all space for normative judgement from the world. Derrida’s discussion of this family of relations is, furthermore, explicitly presented in ways in which geographical themes play an important part. For example, his discussions of hospitality and cosmopolitanism were addressed to contemporary debates about immigration, asylum, and multicultural in European nation-states (and have, for example, informed geographical research on sanctuary city movements). His evocation of the rhetoric of ghosts and haunting in his long-awaited reading of Marx rethinks the possibility of international solidarity in an age of economic globalisation. And his treatment of the theme of friendship rethinks traditional conceptions of sovereignty, law, and statehood (and have, for example, been appropriated in critical geopolitics). It is important to note that at the same time as Derrida’s reflections on ethics and politics address key geographical assumptions of modern thought, they also focus on a set of understandings of historicity and temporality. For example, Derrida’s concern with ‘democracy-to-come’ explores the relationship between the promise of political ideals and their practical institutionalisation. On Derrida’s account, any concrete manifestation of democratic norms in legal form will always be exceeded by demands for justice that cannot be anticipated. 
Derrida’s more explicit treatment of ethical and political issues has meant that deconstruction has been reconciled with traditions of Marxist and post-Marxist critical theory that were previously doubtful of its political credentials. This has coincided with a degree of rapprochement between deconstruction and analytical traditions of philosophy. Where once it was claimed by Derrida’s detractors that ‘proper’ philosophers did not bother with deconstruction, there is now a flourishing literature concerning the overlaps between deconstruction and analytical approaches. One important reference point for this movement is the idiosyncratic philosophy of Stanley Cavell, which displays a guarded appreciation of Derrida’s philosophical project as a complement to his own. But first and foremost, this shift in the status of Derrida’s work was provoked by the renewed interest amongst Anglo-American philosophers in philosophical pragmatism triggered by Richard Rorty in the late 1970s. And it is through Rorty’s pragmatist interpretation of Derrida that deconstruction has been most influentially translated into the disciplinary debates shaping human geography.  

Deconstruction in Geography
Deconstruction has had a variable reception-history in human geography. The ways in which deconstruction has been interpreted disclose some of the conventions of theory-construction in the discipline more broadly. Derrida is rarely cited as a key thinker on issues of space and place. Nor does his work conform easily to the preference for ‘materialist’ analysis that emphasizes relations of power that has shaped the discipline’s engagement with poststructuralism. Deconstruction has often been thought to over-emphasize texts, without much care being taken to consider how Derrida’s emphasis on the texture of textuality carries important insights for how to conceptualise spatiality and temporality. Nonetheless, Derrida is a background presence in a number of intellectual developments in the discipline in the last decade and a half. For example, many of the feminist theorists with whom geographers have most closely engaged are strongly indebted to Derrida and deconstruction. This is true, for example, of Judith Butler’s politics of performativity; Elizabeth Grosz’s work on embodiment; Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s Marxist-deconstructionist postcolonialism; Bernard Stiegler’s work on the relationships between technology and temporality; and Iris Marion Young’s re-theorisation of justice and the politics of difference.  
Deconstruction first came to prominence in human geography as part of debates about postmodernism in the late 1980s and early 1990s. It was invoked as an authoritative reference point for critiques of essentialism and foundationalism in the epistemologies of influential traditions of thought, such as quantitative spatial science and Marxist geography. The epistemological reading of deconstruction saw Derrida’s situated readings of philosophical traditions externally applied to support generalised arguments about the contingency of all knowledge-claims and the constructedness of social phenomena. The construal of deconstruction as anti-essentialist and anti-foundationalist owes a great deal to the ways in which geographers’ discussions of postmodernism were shaped by Richard Rorty’s distinctive revival of philosophical pragmatism. Derrida has also become the authoritative reference point for a set of general claims about binary oppositions, dichotomies, and dualisms that shape the terms of theoretical criticism in poststructuralist geography. His work is meant to prove beyond doubt that all meaning depends on the temporary stabilisation of the differential movement of signification; that the validity of all foundations is dependent on the operation of hierarchical binary oppositions; and that all identities are constituted through arbitrary acts of exclusion and closure. In short, deconstruction is used as the source of external criteria that can be applied to particular objects of critical analysis. In this usage, geographers have applied deconstruction as a variety of ideology-critique to debunk claims of objectivity and naturalness.  

The epistemological framing of deconstruction has been supplemented more recently by a more sophisticated focus on the spatial and temporal vocabularies through which Derrida’s writing questions philosophical reason. The single most sustained engagement with Derrida’s ideas in human geography is Marcus Doel’s treatment of the spatial and temporal metaphysics of deconstruction in Poststructuralist Geographies, which lays out an alternative spatial grammar of mobility, relations, and foldings. This treatment of deconstruction underscores two more general features about theory-construction in human geography. First, Derrida continues to be interpreted as distinctively ‘French’ and/or ‘continental’, covering over the conditions of translation and controversy through which deconstruction has developed as a hybrid tradition of thought. Second, Derrida increasingly comes into focus for geographers because of a creeping ontologization of theory in the discipline – a tendency to presume that the highest task of inquiry is to secure claims about the nature of the constituent elements of reality itself. The ontological reading of deconstruction is an index of a more fundamental problem with the use of Derrida’s work in human geography. There is a propensity to apply deconstructive concepts as if they were social-theoretical concepts. But Derrida’s engagements with traditions of philosophical, literary, and aesthetic reflection are almost completely devoid of any mediation by sociological or historical conceptualization. When deconstruction is mistaken for social theory per se, this ends up producing highly abstract, and somewhat simplistic formulae. 
In human geography, deconstruction has therefore been primarily treated as a stock of ideas to be applied externally to find fault in other traditions of thought (this, for example, is how geographers sought to ‘deconstruct’ Marxist conceptualisations of capitalism). It is only rarely approached as providing a practical, methodological orientation to research (Matthew Sparke’s In the Space of Theory is an exception that proves the rule, deploying a deconstructive reading to open up to scrutiny the spatial assumptions shaping both academic and policy discourses of nationalism, state-hood, and territory). 
There are three prevalent ways in which the external application of deconstruction as social theory operates in human geography. 
First, it is often assumed that the deconstruction of the grammatical subject of philosophical reasoning maps directly onto an account of the contingency of personal or social identities. In this type of application, deconstruction tends to be run together with other post-structuralist accounts of subject-formation, for example from psychoanalysis or from discourse theory, to produce a standard account of ‘the social construction’ of identity. What distinguishes this variety of social constructionism from older ones is a strong emphasis on Language as the medium in and through which subjectivity is constructed. To borrow a distinction made by geographer Nigel Thrift, this style of poststructuralism over-emphasises the degree to which subjectivity is socially constructed at the expense of exploring how people are always busy socially constructing subjectivity in interaction with others. 

Second, arguments about the social construction of the subject are closely associated with a model of power that often appeals to the authority of deconstruction. Here, Derrida’s demonstration that the intelligibility of meaning depends on a play of what is present and what is absent is re-interpreted into a claim that all identities, institutions, or meanings depend for their coherence on the exclusion of some element that, in turn, returns to potentially undermine this coherence (for example, geographers have been attracted by the spatial resonance of the argument that political identities depend on a ‘constitutive outside’, a term imputed to Derrida by theorists of radical democracy). Understanding power in terms of exclusion and closure has an obvious appeal to geographers. It has become influential in various strands of so-called relational thinking in human geography. However, like the first argument about subject-formation with which it is closely associated, it tends to subsume deconstruction under a broader psychoanalytical vocabulary (and specifically, it insists on reading Derrida through the lens of Lacan’s interpretation of structural linguistics). 

In both cases - in the account of the subject and of power - deconstruction is made applicable to social science by adhering to a fairly standard model of language as a system of meaning. Deconstruction is invoked to claim that meaning is inherently fluid, only temporarily stabilised through arbitrary acts of closure. These sorts of arguments, by investing so much theoretical authority into theories of language, rather miss the point of Derrida’s critique of logocentrism: the assumption that the subject is located wholly on one side of a division between thought and the world is precisely the target of Derrida’s work. (The construal of deconstruction as all about language also makes it vulnerable to human geography’s more recent preference for ‘materialist’ and ‘non-representational’ ontologies, which tend to rely on simply inverting the terms of the same division). Derrida’s concern with disrupting this settled dividing line brings his work into more or less unlikely proximity with other critics of philosophical scepticism working over the legacy of Ludwig Wittgenstein, such as Stanley Cavell or John McDowell. And as already suggested, arguments about deconstruction as an account of meaning that can inform grander theories of subject formation and of power also underplay the extent to which deconstruction is really concerned with the arts of rhetoric rather than developing a theory of language – its focus is on understanding different modalites of action and experience rather than on concepts of meaning and signification per se. 

The third application of deconstruction as social theory in human geography draws on both of the two uses already outlined, and combines them into a kind of ready-made methodology of debunking criticism. In this usage, Derrida’s work is invoked to argue that all social analysis is really just a form of ‘writing’. This sort of argument has to invent a straw-figure of naturalistic social science as naïve empiricism or positivism in order to claim novelty for the appeal to deconstruction as demonstrating that all description or explanation of the real world is dependent on conventions of narrative and storytelling. The real, it turns out, is just an effect of fictional representations. This sort of argument presents deconstruction as the latest in a longer line of broadly interpretative approaches to social science. It radicalises these approaches by claiming that all writing is a variant of fictional storytelling. This claim in turn becomes the source for a methodology of exposing the metaphorical frames and conceptual exclusions through which authoritative narratives – of science, or political community, or personal identity – are constructed. This sort of application of deconstruction therefore relies on expressive conceptions of literary writing that deconstruction, in an earlier incarnation as literary theory, had systematically criticized. It also tends to reduce deconstruction’s analysis of textuality to a simplistic understanding of writing as a system of conventional meaning making.   

Each of these three applications of deconstruction as social theory is visible in human geography. In each case, deconstruction is positioned as a variant of interpretative social science, made to bolster this broad perspective against the imagined threats of naturalist, objectivist, and quantifying explanatory social science. What seems to get lost in this application of deconstruction is the extent to which Derrida’s work, in its critical phase, actually calls into question some of the basic assumptions about the relationships between meaning, experience and subjectivity upon which interpretative approaches to social science themselves rely. The targets of Derrida’s analyses are, remember, the key thinkers in the structuralist and phenomenological canon, the two most important sources for interpretative social science in the twentieth-century. What emerges from this phase of deconstruction is a persistent focus on the way in which these avowedly radical approaches tend to install hidden normative criteria of harmony, originality, purity, and unity into the interpretative methods of analysis, evaluation, judgement, selection and reading which they bequeath the social sciences. It is here that deconstruction’s relevance to social science really lies. If deconstruction is critical, then it is first and foremost critical of the elitism, moralism and piety of radical interpretativism in the social sciences as well as the humanities. 
More generally, the reception history of deconstruction in human geography raises the question of what ‘Philosophy’ is expected to do in a discipline that is, after all, resolutely empirical in its orientations. It is certainly unwise to assume that deconstruction’s force rests on a debunking of claims to objectivity or rational argument in the social sciences. To do so is to reproduce a long-standing romanticism in human geography, wherein the value of authentic experience of places, of direct contact with the field, and of unmediated and expressive forms of communication continue to be held in the highest regard. Nor is it really best thought of as contributing to more and more sophisticated ontological pictures of the world. It is better perhaps to think of deconstruction as encouraging us to reconsider the normative assumptions built into theory-formation, empirical investigation, and concept-use. In this respect, it is notable that the affirmative phase of Derrida’s writing abounds with figures of attentive, generous, and responsive relations of openness, such as arrival, hospitality, and forgiveness. This work is easily read as providing a kind of ethical vocabulary which can serve as the regulative ideals with which to oppose the grubby realities of worldly exclusions, closures, resentments. But this is the wrong way to interpret this work, not least because it ends up over-emphasising the spatial aspects of these figures at the cost of taking seriously the distinctive temporality of relating that they each exemplify. What Derrida seems to have been striving for in this work is not an ethics, but rather a way of bringing into view those aspects of togetherness that understandings of sociability as merely a matter of tacit conventions squeeze from view, whether they are based on models of interest or meaning, cause or motive. Derrida was concerned with articulating the emergent dimensions of being-with-others which are contingent in the precise sense that they are responses to unanticipated events and rely on understandings yet to be articulated, and therefore may take forms that cannot yet be imagined.    

There are certainly areas of geographical research in which the normative significance of deconstruction in both its critical and affirmative aspects has been acknowledged and productively developed. For example, one substantive area of research in geography that is heavily inflected by deconstruction is postcolonialism. Derrida’s concern with issues of reading, interpretation, and context are intimately related to a wider critique of Western historicism. The deconstruction of the speech/writing distinction in Of Grammatology, for example, was presented as a critique of a deep-seated ethnocentrism that inhered in even the most radical aspects of Western social and political thought. The degree to which deconstruction-in-translation might have been always already postcolonial is indicated by the fact that Spivak, both a leading postcolonial theorist and maverick deconstructionist critic, translated this book into English. This postcolonial dimension to deconstruction is also evident in Derrida’s treatment of democracy-to-come. The idea of the West as the unique bearer of principles of Enlightenment (e.g. liberty, democracy, or justice) which are diffused outwards to non-Western cultures is challenged by his affirmation of the radically open-ended quality of forms of democracy yet to be anticipated. 
A related area where deconstruction has made its mark in human geography is in discussions of radical democracy. Derrida’s discussions of sovereignty, hospitality, friendship and cosmpolotianism challenge some of the basic assumptions about the spaces and times in which democracy is enacted. Deconstruction is thus closely related to projects aimed at rethinking the concept of ‘the political’, understood as the fundamental constitution of the field in which mere politics plays itself out. However, there is a tendency in this style of political deconstruction to ontologize relations of hostility and antagonism as the primary generative force of human affairs. Derrida’s account of the performative force of relations of law and justice is often interpreted as an account of how the exercise of power is necessarily underwritten by relations of violent exclusion. This sort of interpretation makes it very difficult to account for observable relationships of compromise, negotiation, and cohabitation. Yet these were precisely the focus of Derrida’s readings of various attentive, generous, responsive modes of relating in his later work. 
An alternative interpretation of deconstruction as bearing on issues of democratic theory would start from the observation that modes of attentive, generous, responsive relating all enact some form of public space of address and encounter. It is notable, in this respect, that one of unexpected rapprochements in Derrida’s later career was a convergence with the critical theory of Jürgen Habermas. These two thinkers, so often taken to stand for fundamentally opposed perspectives on the legacy of the Enlightenment tradition, turn out to have a number of shared interests. For example, both owe a debt of gratitude to Austin’s ordinary language philosophy, and its intriguing implications about how actions bring into existence different scenes of public engagement. Both also share a concern to redeem what is of lasting value from Kant’s treatment of universality and cosmopolitanism in an age in which issues of global responsibility are acutely felt. In both respects, there is considerable potential for connecting Derrida’s work to the task of rethinking the terms in which geographers have conceptualised practices and regulative ideas of public space. 
Conclusion
The controversies that characterised Derrida’s academic and public career, and out of which the styles and topics of deconstruction emerge, reveal the expectations that academics bring to their engagement with complex conceptual and philosophical ideas. For example, in human geography, as elsewhere, it has been used to bolster standard forms of critical analysis, to legitimise modes of epistemological debunking, and to underwrite forms of ontological trumping. At the same time, deconstruction has often been found unsettling because it does not culminate in clear criteria of judgement or practical reason. Even many of Derrida’s fans tend to suggest that he just does not know when to stop with the relentless questioning: that deconstruction needs to be followed by reconstruction. But this sort of claim only reproduces the idea that deconstruction is a negative, disobliging procedure of demystification. Deconstruction is better thought of as a practice of reasoning governed by the imperative of working through inherited modes of thought and action in ways that are at once inventive, responsible and sceptical. 
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