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KIERKEGAARD, DERRIDA, AND
THE CONTEXT OF CONTEXT(S)

N THE REFLECTIONS THAT FOLLOW I undertake to show how central ideas of
Kierkegaard and Derrida can help us to comprehend history as the context
for constructing and deconstructing the relationship of self and other. First, I

shall argue that the Derridean deconstruction of binary opposites can serve to
make Kierkegaard true to his conception of history as the coming into existence
of self and other as neighbor, a conception involving the distinction between
ancient Greek and biblical thought. Second, I shall show that in using Derridean
deconstruction to make Kierkegaard true to himself—in showing that
Kierkegaard can be made true to himself on the basis of his own biblical
principles—Derrida is also made true to himself, true to the concept of history,
which as we shall see, he does not adequately conceptualize. The paradoxical
result of showing that deconstruction can serve to make Kierkegaard consistent
with his own biblical principles is to find that difference, as the very basis of
deconstruction, involves the notion of self and other whose context—history—is
biblical.

In texts ranging from Fear and Trembling, Philosophical Fragments, Works of Love
and Sickness Unto Death to the edifying discourses, Kierkegaard elucidates
biblical religion as a critique of immediacy, of immediate self-identity, and of the
self as its own origin. The fundamental presupposition of biblical religion (of
Christianity as of Judaism before it, Kierkegaard is clear1) is the immediate self-
love common to all human beings. Yet, while self-love is the context immediately
common for all, it is presupposed by Judaism and Christianity as that which
ought to be overcome. The fundamental aim of Judaism and Christianity is to
wrest self-love away from the individual in order that he2 learn to love not only
the other but also the self, as Kierkegaard says, in “the right way.”3 In teaching
the individual that he can love himself only through loving the other, Judaism

                                                            
1 See Works of Love, tr. H. & E. Hong, Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey, 1995, p. 24
2 When I use “he” and “his” in the course of this paper in a neutral context or without reference to a
concrete antecedent, it is done with the understanding that the usage is gender-neutral.
3 Works of Love, pp.22-3
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and Christianity evoke the concept of love as duty—You shall love—a concept
that effects what Kierkegaard calls the change of the eternal, the transformation
of the self together with the other into the neighbor. For not only is it the other
whom one shall love as neighbor, it is the neighbor whom one shall love as
oneself; it is the neighbor whom one must become. The neighbor is thus the
reduplication of the self, the critical prise on the immediate context common to
all (the critical prise on all immediate contexts). Kierkegaard also points out that,
in transforming self-love, the concept of love as duty also transforms the
corollary of self-love, the preferential love for a particular other. In preferential
love, since it is not truly the other who is loved but the immediacies of the self
reflected in the other, both self and other are lost. Unlike the religious love that
has its demonstration in the love of neighbor as duty, preferential love cannot
secure itself against being transformed by time into habit, into jealousy and
hatred of, as well as despair over, the object of one’s immediate self-love.

What Kierkegaard indicates through his analysis of self-love as our immediate
context is that, in failing to unite love and duty—in failing to account for the
change of the eternal—immediate self and immediate preferential love do not
provide a context for self and other that is historical, a context that would allow
what he calls the enduring continuity of love through the vicissitudes of
temporality. Because immediate self and preferential love are non-
historical—because they cannot author the critical point of view from which to
address their own failings—they presuppose a context other than their own if
they are to be rendered historical: their temporality must be invested with the
change wrought by the eternal. For Kierkegaard, historical context thus involves
the overcoming not only of the non-historical immediacies of self and
preferential love, but also of the dichotomy between the eternal and the
temporal. What is historical in biblical terms, Kierkegaard shows, is not the
opposition between, but the dialectic of the eternal and the temporal.

Yet how is the reader to comprehend the claim made by Kierkegaard that the
idea of love as duty—the fundamental principle of biblical thought, which he
holds—could have had its origin with no human being but only with God? Is the
opposition he draws between divine and human being consistent with his
conception of history as the dialectic of the eternal and temporal? Given that
Kierkegaard has already deconstructed the opposition between the eternal and
temporal, is the opposition between divine and human being not also (to be)
deconstructed?

That neither self nor other is its own origin, and that neither self nor other can be
adequately conceptualized in terms of what Derrida calls originary presence—is
a tenet central also to deconstruction. Self and other are, for Derrida, always
already constructed within a context, a history, with which they are not
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immediately identifiable. “There can be,” Derrida observes, “no acontextual
definition of a human being.”4 The task is then to deconstruct the contexts within
which human beings are defined. However, Derrida makes problematic the
possibility of meaningful deconstruction, not to mention the very notion of
human being when, in addition to setting both self and other absolutely within
the limits of context, he also insists that “there are only contexts without any
center of absolute anchoring.”5 Yet, despite what Derrida describes as the lack of
absolute grounding for context, does the claim that there is nothing outside
context not also make clear—does it not require its readers to recognize, on
grounds that it itself establishes—that indeed there is one thing that is absolute?
The human being absolutely cannot break with context: with the context of
having a context.

Is there for Derrida as for Kierkegaard, a context of context(s), a context that is
the critique of context(s)? What would it mean for deconstruction to reduplicate
the context?

As a critique of originary presence, deconstruction, no less than biblical religion,
is a critique of immediacy, of immediate self-identity. The fundamental aim of
deconstruction is to expose the binary oppositions or dualisms that human
beings construct in order to effect the closure of desire and thinking within a
metaphysics of presence. All metaphysical systems of presence, Derrida argues,
falsely privilege as the origin of the other, one term of a relationship—presence
or absence, intelligible or sensible, divine or human—neither of whose existence
can be thought outside the other. In light of his concern to expose as binary the
logic of those discourses that systematically attempt to foreclose desire and
dominate the other, Derrida properly insists that deconstruction is not negative
but affirmative. He holds that deconstruction is justice and that justice is not
deconstructible, which he also expresses by saying that, in accompanying all
ethical and political exigencies, deconstruction “never proceeds without love.”6

But what does love mean here for Derrida? In the context in which he maintains
love’s absolute relation to deconstruction, Derrida insists that while the reversal
of binary opposites may be “unavoidable in the strategy of political struggles,” it
must also be remembered that, “if from the beginning another logic or another
space is not clearly heralded, then the reversal reproduces and confirms through
inversion what it has struggled against.”7 As love, deconstruction heralds
another logic, another practice; the effort “to move into places inaccessible to this
                                                            
4 “Hospitality, Justice and Responsibility,” in Questioning Ethics: Contemporary Debates in Philosophy,
ed. Richard Kearney and Mark Dooley, Routledge, New York, 1999, p. 82
5 “Signature Event Context,” in Margins of Philosophy, tr. Alan Bass, University of Chicago Press,
Chicago, 1982 p. 320
6 “’The Almost Nothing of the Unpresentable,’” in Points, ed. Elisabeth Weber, Stanford University
Press, Stanford, California, 1995, p. 83
7 Ibid. p. 84
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program of reappropriation”8 –the effort in political struggles, for example, is not
merely to invert or reverse but also to displace the opposition between ruler and
ruled. The insistence on the part of Derrida that there is no center of absolute
anchoring for context, thus it has for its own context—it is itself situated
within—the critique of all ethical and political relations that, based on presence
or immediate self-identity, privilege one, some, or many over others. It is this
critique, this commitment not merely to reversing but also to disrupting and
displacing the anchoring of the absolute in the structure of binary opposites,
which Derrida calls love. It is love, in deconstructing the idea that the self can be
absolute in opposition to the other, or the other absolute in opposition to the self,
which makes both self and other absolute (makes the absolute both self and
other). In other words, deconstruction itself warrants two notions of context, a
reduplication of context, paradoxically providing the absolute ground on the
basis of which to comprehend its critique of absolute grounds.

Kierkegaard and Derrida thus share, as the context within which they elucidate
the construction and deconstruction of self and other beyond their immediate
contexts, the commitment to a logic, a criterion or a practice they call love. It is in
light of the critique of love that self and other—and, in this case, the texts of
Kierkegaard and Derrida—are made their own standard, the standard by which
their immediacies are to be deconstructed, or in Kierkegaard’s terms, regained.
Because the text is its own standard, there is nothing outside the text. But
precisely for that reason, the test of the text—whether the text is an actual text, an
actual other, the self as other, the other culture, or one’s own culture as other—is
whether it can constitute its own context. However, the demand that the
immediacies of the text (of self and other) be accounted for not immediately but
in light of the standard of love, is expressed by Kierkegaard as both a
hermeneutical principle and an admonition regarding the idolatry of words and
action. Kierkegaard holds that all language about the spiritual, including the
language of the biblical text, is metaphor, thus there is no text—neither any
word, not even the most sacred, nor any work, and not even the most
devoted—which guarantees the presence of spirit or love. The question to be
posed in light of Kierkegaard and Derrida is how—when there is no immediate
image for the standard of love that makes the self a self, the other an other, the
text a text—we can then distinguish, not self from other, but self from self, other
from other, and text from text: context from context.

It is important to see that despite mutually recognizing love as the context for the
deconstruction or regaining of self and other, it is precisely on the difference
between context and context where Kierkegaard and Derrida divide; they divide
on the history of context—on history as context. For Derrida, deconstruction

                                                            
8 Ibid. p. 82
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involves a duplicity of origins: its context is both biblical and Greek. On the one
hand, deconstruction involves what Derrida calls the messianic or historical, the
commitment to “the coming of the other” and the infinite call for justice. On the
other hand, Derrida claims that the operations of deconstruction can be
discerned in the Platonic conception of “chora,” the non-historical, which in
resisting historicity, does not happen, give, or desire. Notwithstanding the
indifference of chora, and its absolute heterogeneity to justice, Derrida elaborates
on chora: “the condition for a universal politics, for the possibility of crossing the
borders of our common context,” as we strive to respond faithfully to the other.9

Together with his claim that deconstruction can trace itself back to the Platonic
text, Derrida is clear that he formulates his conception of chora in opposition to
Plato. Then what does he mean by the “non-historical” as the possibility of
responding faithfully to the other? Does Derrida see or not see that the non-
historical is a category of—that it cannot be thought outside—the historical?
Does Derrida see or not see that the non-historical involves precisely the
immediacies of self and preferential love that cannot be thought outside the
context of neighbor; does he see that the neighbor is the fundamental category of
history, the point of departure that is historical? We shall return to this question
about Derrida—the question of whether one’s context, one’s thinking—can be
both biblical and Greek, and whether to formulate one’s conceptions in
opposition to Plato means to recognize that they are biblical. However, for now,
in order to develop the concept of context as coming into existence historically,
allow me to recall a remark made by Kierkegaard in drawing to a close his
thought project of going beyond the Socratic in Philosophical Fragments.
Kierkegaard writes that “an unshakable insistence upon the absolute and upon
absolute distinctions is precisely what makes a good dialectician.”10 In fact, he
shows the complexities involved in formulating absolute distinctions when in
insisting upon the absolute, he makes two different absolute distinctions central
to thinking about the construction of self and other as historical. On the one
hand, Kierkegaard invokes the similarity between Christ and Socrates as that
which consists in their essential dissimilarity, since unlike Jesus, Socrates “did
not know that the neighbor existed and that one shall love him.”11 But on the
other hand, Kierkegaard invokes as the very heart the very crisis of biblical
consciousness: “the infinite qualitative difference between God and man.”12

What, then, is at stake in these two distinctions?

                                                            
9 God, the Gift, and Postmodernism, ed. John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon, Indiana University
Press, Bloomington, 1999, p. 76
10 Philosophical Fragments, tr. H. & E. Hong, Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey, 1985, p.
108
11 Works of Love, p. 373
12 Practice in Christianity, tr. H. & E. Hong, Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey, 1991, p.
140
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In Philosophical Fragments, Kierkegaard argues that in the Socratic doctrine of
recollection, the self is viewed as the arbitrary, temporal point of departure for
the other to learn that its relation to the truth involves the immediacy of self-
identity hidden in its eternal consciousness. The doctrine of recollection is
Socrates’ response to the proposition that the truth cannot be learned: one cannot
seek to learn the truth if one does know it, since one cannot seek to learn what
one already knows; and one cannot seek to learn the truth if one does not know
it, since one does not even know what one ought to seek. Yet the doctrine of
recollection presupposes, as inexorable, the divided line between the eternal and
temporal, form and appearance, divine and human, intelligible and sensible, and
ultimately, self and self. The irony, or more properly, the contradiction
constituting the Socratic doctrine of recollection is, Kierkegaard insists, that the
truth of the self in the very moment that the self discovers it, is hidden away
from the self in the eternal self-immediacy that cannot be sought, since there is
no temporal point of departure for it. Eternal consciousness, rather than
overcoming the contradiction between truth and learning, is in fact the
expression and the demonstration for Socrates, not of knowledge but of
ignorance. For Socrates, the self is the occasion for the other to learn that, since
one’s eternal consciousness has no temporal point of departure, not only the
other but also the self vanishes in the moment of recollection. In Kierkegaard’s
terms, self and other never come historically into existence.

The structure of recollection is repeated in the Socratic conception of love. In the
Symposium, through his narration of the speech given by Diotima and his
interrogation of Agathon, Socrates shows love to express the teleology—in being
subject to the divided line—that renders all desire lack. Consistent with
Diotima’s explication of love as the movement upward, in which the sensible
appearances become steps to the intelligible forms, Socrates extracts from
Agathon the agreement that love is necessarily the lack of the other whom one
desires to possess. Just as recollection expresses the opposition between truth
and learning, the teleology of love expresses the opposition between desire and
fulfillment: it expresses the proposition that one cannot possess what one loves
and that one cannot love what one possesses. The upward movement of Eros
from the sensible to the intelligible is thus the reflection of the inward movement
of recollection from the temporal to the eternal, in which both self and other
vanish. Further, in presupposing the metaphysics of the divided line, the
teleology of love reflects the conception of ethics that Socrates articulates in the
Gorgias. There, in opposition to Callicles, who holds that it is better to do evil
than to suffer evil, Socrates argues that it is better to suffer evil than to do evil.
Yet despite his reversal of Callicles—precisely because he merely reverses
Callicles—Socrates maintains the very opposition that is presupposed by
Callicles. In remaining within the alternative of either doing or suffering evil,
Socrates maintains the opposition, the divided line, between ruler and ruled,
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master and slave, as that which underpins his own conception of ethics; Socrates
reverses, but he does not displace the terms of the ruler-ruled opposition. In
determining the origin (history) of deconstruction, it is thus critical to recall
Derrida’s insistence that the aim of deconstruction is not merely to reverse but to
displace binary oppositions so that one does not merely reproduce, and thereby
confirm through inversion, that which one opposes. In reversing, but not
displacing the terms set forth by Callicles, Socrates is unable to conceive the
alternative that, as we have seen, Derrida calls love, whose logic from the
beginning heralds a space in which the relationship of self and other is conceived
not as binary opposition but as absolute. This expresses the possibility, in
Kierkegaard’s terms, that both self and other are the neighbor. It is because the
displacement of the opposition between ruler and ruled is inconceivable for
Socrates that Kierkegaard maintains that no intimation of the neighbor can be
found in paganism—that “no one in paganism loved the neighbor,” for “no one
suspected that he existed.”13

Therefore the infinite, qualitative difference between God and man is
Kierkegaard’s expression for the context in which self and other as neighbor
emerge, the context that effects what we might call, in light of Fear and Trembling,
the teleological suspension of Eros, of knowledge and ruler-ruled ethics (the
suspension of the telos, the divided line, in light of which self and other are
annulled). Moreover, the concept of an infinite, qualitative difference between
God and human beings (the claim that the idea of love as duty could have had its

                                                            
13 Works of Love, p. 53. See also p. 44. Kierkegaard provides an analysis of the relationship between the
status of the interlocutor for Socrates and Socratic ignorance in The Concept of Irony (tr. H. & E. Hong,
Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey, 1989). Kierkegaard notes that “the intention in
asking questions can be twofold. That is, one can ask with the intention of receiving an answer
containing the desired fullness, and hence the more one asks, the deeper and more significant
becomes the answer; or one can ask without any interest in the answer except to suck out the
apparent content by means of the question and thereby to leave an emptiness behind. The first
method presupposes, of course, that there is a plenitude; the second that there is an emptiness….
Socrates in particular,” Kierkegaard insists, “practiced the latter method,” for his questioning “was
essentially aimed at the knowing subject for the purpose of showing that when all was said and done
they knew nothing whatever. Every philosophy that begins with a presupposition,” Kierkegaard
continues, “naturally ends with the same presupposition, and just as Socrates’ philosophy began with
the presupposition that he knew nothing, so it ended with the presupposition that human beings
know nothing at all….” (pp. 36-7) Kierkegaard later comments that it might seem “that when Socrates
went about in the service of the oracle in order to show people that they knew nothing, he could not
possibly have known only that he knew nothing, because behind that he must indeed have known
what knowledge is.” (p. 170) Yet, Kierkegaard insists, “the misunderstanding that he was hiding a
knowledge behind this ignorance was known to Socrates as well, but he regarded it as a
misunderstanding…. What kept Socrates from a speculative absorption in the remotely intimated
positivity behind this ignorance was, of course, the divine call that he had to convince every
individual of the same thing. He had come not to save the world but to judge it. His life was
dedicated to that…. What nemesis [fate] was formerly in relation to the distinguished, the prominent
[to Oedipus, for example], was thoroughly carried out in Socrates’ ironic activity related to mankind
as such. But Socrates did not stop with a philosophical consideration of mankind; he addressed
himself to each one individually, wrested everything from him, and sent him away empty handed.”
(pp. 172-3)
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origin with no human being but only with God) returns us to the question of
whether Kierkegaard’s texts are subject to deconstruction—the question of
whether they are not already deconstructed—on the basis of their own principles
and distinctions. For if the relationship between divine and human being—the
concept of difference as infinite and qualitative—expresses the metaphysics of
the divided line, then as Kierkegaard would say, we simply return to Socrates.
Thus, if both Kierkegaard and Derrida are to be made true to their texts (and we
are pursuing the deconstruction not only of Kierkegaard’s notion of history but
also of Derrida’s understanding of the non-historical), then in light of
Kierkegaard’s distinction between Greek and biblical thought, the concept of an
infinite, qualitative difference between God and human beings can be
deconstructed only on the basis of principles that are biblical. It can be
deconstructed, i.e., only if the principles for its deconstruction are to be found
within its own context (content).14

Infinite and qualitative difference is, as we have seen, the gap that no teleology
can apprehend, the gap that Kierkegaard describes as a chasmic abyss and that
Derrida would call aporetic. Just as Kierkegaard is a relentless critic of teleology,
Derrida is as well. As both agree, where response and decision are teleological,
                                                            
14 Is it possible, then, as Derrida claims in an interview with Richard Kearney, that what one discerns
as the division of the self-identity of the Logos in Plato involves fissures of différance? (Dialogues with
Contemporary Continental Thinkers, Manchester University Press, 1984, p. 117) In “The Force of Law”
Derrida holds that deconstruction is at work in history before it becomes conscious of itself as
deconstruction. It is also the case, however, that history is at work in deconstruction in a way that is
informative and interesting. What Derrida initially elucidates as différance shows that what is proper
to the origin is that it always already will have involved the supplement (the other). He then
ultimately develops the temporality of différance as central to affirmation (to the promise or
commitment to the other), whose names include justice, forgiveness, messianicity, and hospitality. In
the history of Derrida’s thinking, justice, forgiveness, messianicity, and hospitality are among the
supplemental – the different and deferred – names of différance. That is, in the history of Derrida’s
texts, différance is at work on itself – it is subject to its own operations. Derrida is clear, however, that
texts can be deconstructed – their binary oppositions can be reversed and displaced in light of
différance – only when they have first been constructed. It is thus critical to see, in exploring the
relationship of deconstruction to Greek and biblical thought, that Socrates constructs nothing: the
irony in his claim to know that he knows nothing neither hides affirmative content nor involves the
desire for justice. Rather, in replicating the divided line between ruler and ruled that is at the heart of
Greek thought, the oppositions that Socrates generates between form and appearance, the intelligible
and sensible, soul and body, and divine and human (in the service of his oracular mission to
demonstrate his own and his interlocutors’ ignorance) express the fatal structure (the structure of
fate) to which the Greek world is subject: ruler and ruled may reverse their positions in the Greek
world, but their opposition is never displaced. The divided line can never be deconstructed on the
basis of the divided line. It is also the case, however, that, for Socrates, the divided line has no
supplement. To invoke Kierkegaard from The Concept of Irony again, Socrates knows that he is
ignorant but he does not know what he is ignorant of: he does not know he is ignorant of the
neighbor. To put this another way, as the expression not only of his interlocutors’ ignorance but also
of his own, Socrates’ oppositions collapse upon (contradict) themselves. But the fact that Socrates’
oppositions collapse is not the equivalent of their deconstruction. They collapse because they
continue to presuppose, instead of displacing or disrupting, the very structure of (binary) opposition.
Rather than there being fissures of différance in Plato, fissures that show the origin always already to
have been supplemented, it is ignorance (of the neighbor), the presupposition of opposition, that
divides – renders self-contradictory – the identity of the Platonic Logos.
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where they are based upon prior calculations or anticipated results, there is no
leap, no decision as such. It is in this spirit that Derrida develops his concepts of
justice, decision, and responsibility, as well as the absolute singularity of self and
other as non-historical or aporetic. For Derrida, the aporetic is the non-way, the
impasse that suspends all calculation in the moment of undecidability. He is
clear that undecidability is not opposed to decision. Rather, as the condition of
decision, it is to be distinguished from calculation. The undecidable, aporetic,
and the non-historical form a conceptual nexus for Derrida in light of which self
and other are liberated from being merely the effect of a prior cause, thereby
becoming responsible for their absolute singularity. However, what Derrida
expresses as the non-historical, Kierkegaard develops as history: the leap, the
coming into existence of the single individual responsible for judging—in fear
and trembling—the social ethos into which he is born.15 What is so fascinating
and problematic about Derrida is that, while he is on the one hand a thinker
whose concerns and commitments are biblical, he does not, on the other hand,

                                                            
15 In the context of discussing the concept of faith developed by Kierkegaard in the Epilogue of Fear
and Trembling, Derrida in fact formulates his concept of the non-historical in biblical terms. “The
epilogue of Fear and Trembling repeats, in sentence after sentence,” Derrida points out, “that this
highest passion that is faith must be started over by each generation. Each generation must begin
again to involve itself in it without counting on the generation before. It thus describes the non-
history of absolute beginnings which are repeated, and the very historicity that presupposes a
tradition to be reinvented each step of the way, in this incessant repetition of the absolute beginning.”
(The Gift of Death, tr. David Wills, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1995, p. 80) In making non-
history central to history – in holding non-history and history together absolutely rather than
allowing them to be split into binary opposites – Derrida differentiates his conception of (non-)
history from any finite teleology that would eliminate the authority, the absolute singularity of the
individual. For Derrida, each individual is not only historical – each individual not only presupposes
a historical context – but each individual is also the absolute beginning – the absolute context – of
history. Derrida’s dramatic conception of the relationship between (non-) history and the individual
in The Gift of Death is consistent with his conception of decision in The Force of Law. “To be just,” he
writes, “the decision of a judge, for example, must not only follow a rule of law but must... confirm its
value, by a reinstituting act of interpretation, as if ultimately nothing previously existed of the law, as
if the judge himself invented the law in every case.... In short, for a decision to be just and
responsible,… it must conserve the law and also destroy it or suspend it enough to have to reinvent it
in each case, rejustify it, at least reinvent it in the reaffirmation and the new and free confirmation of
its principle.” (tr. Mary Quaintance, The Cardozo Law Review, Volume 11, July-August, 1990, p. 961)
Here Derrida’s conceptions of history, decision, justice, and singularity not only are to be
distinguished from Plato but also are consistent with Kierkegaard’s explication of faith. For an
incisive treatment of the relationship between Kierkegaard and Derrida, see Brayton Polka’s
“Aesthetics and Religion: Kierkegaard and the Offense of Indirect Communication” (in Kierkegaard on
Art and Communication, ed. G. Pattison, The Macmillan Press, London, and St. Martin's Press, New
York, 1992). Polka argues that, since the deconstructive category of undecidability encompasses the
recognition that there is no origin in presence – no origin separate from having always already begun
with the other – it embraces the dialectic of choice (decision) that Kierkegaard explicates as either/or:
choice is never the decision between either the self or the other as origin but the decision that each is
true only insofar as both are true. Polka continues his examination of Kierkegaard in “Works of Love
and the Structure of Interpretation: The Like-for-Like of Neighbour and Metaphor” (Toronto Journal of
Theology, vol. 9, no. 1, 1993, pp. 79-94) and provides a reading of Derrida in “Tragedy is – Scription
Contra-Diction” (in Postmodernism, Literature, and the Future of Theology, ed. D. Jasper, The Macmillan
Press, London, 1992).
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fully grasp and conceptualize the concept of history that informs his thinking.16

It is thus out of what Kierkegaard calls the infinite, qualitative difference
between God and man that not only self and other emerge historically but also
the most fundamental of decisions and in fact, decision itself. In relation to the
claim of Jesus to be God—to be infinitely, qualitatively different from those with
whom he communicates—one must decide: either believe or be offended. In the
terms of Philosophical Fragments, to believe in the communication that a human
being is God is to recognize that infinite, qualitative difference can be grasped,
not directly through immediate sensation and immediate cognition, but only
indirectly, through what Kierkegaard calls faith.17 However, to be offended is to
conflate indirect and direct communication—to conflate faith and immediacy,
Christianity and Christendom. Then, as Kierkegaard says, one lives in Socratic
categories while calling oneself a Christian: one conjures a divided line as
separating divine and human existence. But because to be responsible for

                                                            
16 In The Gift of Death Derrida comments that the Platonic conception of the Good is “a Good that is
not yet goodness and so remains foreign to the idea of the gift.” (pp. 9-10) He further recognizes that,
with the advent of biblical thought, a “mutation” occurs in the concepts of history and responsibility.
Yet, he does not make the distinction between Greek and biblical thought central to his conception of
the history of deconstruction. The difficulty that Derrida has in formulating the history of
deconstruction (its origin in biblical, rather than in Greek and biblical, thought) re-emerges in
different and important ways in the work of two of his finest interlocutors, Caputo and Kearney. In
The Prayers and Tears of Jacques Derrida: Religion Without Religion (Indiana University Press, 1997),
Caputo borrows Kierkegaard’s self-description in arguing that “the point of view for Derrida’s work
as an author is religious – but without religion and without religion’s God.” (xviii) Consistent with
this claim, Caputo locates the origin of deconstruction’s passion for justice not in Plato but in the
prophetic, biblical texts. Yet, he then also holds that, in its unrelenting emphasis on the other as other,
deconstruction exceeds the capacity of the determinate, historical, biblical religions to engender
universal notions of mutuality, communication, or relationship. In The God Who May Be: A
Hermeneutics of Religion (Indiana University Press, 2001), Kearney distinguishes between Platonic and
biblical conceptions of love. He then argues that it is precisely Derrida’s unrelenting emphasis on the
other as other, together with the resistance on the part of Derrida to locating his notions of
undecidability and aporia in a specific tradition (history), that finally endangers the capacity of
deconstruction to develop notions of mutuality, communication, or relationship. Caputo and Kearney
thus agree that deconstruction is not fully consonant with biblical religion, but for precisely opposite
reasons – Caputo, because deconstruction exceeds biblical religion; Kearney, because deconstruction
is exceeded by biblical religion. These oppositions result when the absolute (historical) relationship
between deconstruction and biblical thought, and of each to itself, is misunderstood. Rather than
privilege one (either deconstruction or biblical thought) over the other, it is critical to see that both,
simultaneously, provide the principles, the standard, the context in light of which their more
problematic (provocative) elements are to be appropriated (revealed, deconstructed).
17 Although Kierkegaard privileges the language of faith over the language of cognition (thinking and
reason), it is important to recognize that, together with the opposition between God and human
beings, the opposition between faith and reason is subject to deconstruction on the basis of principles
that he himself makes central to his texts. Just as there are immediate forms of reason, so, too,
Kierkegaard recognizes, there are immediate forms of faith. He calls these immediate forms of faith
Christendom; and it is against Christendom, not reason, that he launches his most impassioned
polemics. The opposition in Kierkegaard’s texts between faith and reason is fundamentally the
opposition between – it is meant to express the difference between – existence that is historical (in
which the self comes into existence as other) and existence that is immediate (the denial of the self as
other). Faith, in other words, is critique. It is the opposition between the historical and the immediate,
not that between faith and reason, that is critical in Kierkegaard.
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communication as indirect (as beyond the immediacies of cognition and
sensation) is equally to be responsible for the language of the biblical text as
metaphor; the concept of an infinite, qualitative difference between God and man
is inseparable from the critique of the idolatry of words elaborated by
Kierkegaard in Works of Love: it is subject to deconstruction in light of the
standards that it itself brings into existence. In thinking through Kierkegaard’s
concept of the infinite qualitative difference between God and human beings as
that which brings into existence the actuality of indirect communication and
which exists only within the structure of indirect communication, the reader of
Kierkegaard must pose the question of whether that concept, that
communication, is not itself indirect. Either the communication of an infinite
qualitative difference between God and humans is indirect and metaphorical, or
we fail to comprehend it as constituting—as faithful to—its own context.

What is so edifying about the two distinctions through which Kierkegaard helps
us to explicate the historical context for constructing self and other (first, the
similarity between Christ and Socrates that consists in their essential
dissimilarity; second, the infinite qualitative difference between God and man) is
that they are absolutely different distinctions. Kierkegaard is clear that Socrates
and Christ cannot be correlated. Yet, Socrates and man, Socrates and we, also
cannot be correlated. Unlike Socrates, and like Jesus, we do know that the
neighbor exists and that we shall love him. Therefore, can we correlate the
human being with Christ? Further, since Christ is both divine and human, can
we correlate the human being with God? We are different from Socrates, because
Socrates could not construct—Socrates was not—the neighbor. We are infinitely,
qualitatively different from Jesus, but our difference from Jesus does not consist
in the similarity that essentially is dissimilarity. We are infinitely, qualitatively
different from Jesus, because Jesus is the neighbor whom we must love as
ourselves: our difference from Jesus is that of neighbor. The paradox of infinite,
qualitative difference is that it is a concept of relationship, a concept that is no
less human than it is divine, no less the self’s than the other’s; it characterizes not
our condition as Socratic, but our relationship to each other as neighbor. The
concept of infinite, qualitative difference is the context for constructing self and
other on the foundation not of mere similarity or dissimilarity, but of the infinite
difference made by the command to love the other as oneself and oneself as
other. It thereby requires us to deconstruct all self-other binary oppositions,
including that between divine and human being. As we have seen, it is love that
deconstructs all claims of self or other to be the origin of, to be original in
opposition to (without consideration of), the other. It is only in the context of the
infinite difference made by love—it is only on the basis of difference as
infinite—that the critique of opposing self and other on the basis of finite
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difference comes historically into existence.18

Therefore, what Kierkegaard shows is that not Socratic but biblical principles are
the context for the historical construction and deconstruction of self and other:
the biblical construction of self and other is their deconstruction. To love the
neighbor as oneself is to deconstruct all finite, binary oppositions as the context
of self and other. Love is deconstruction. To deconstruct the self as neighbor is to
make infinite, qualitative difference the standard that, in Derrida’s terms,
exposes all centers of absolute anchoring that reduce the singularity of self and
other to immediate, finite difference. Yet, as Derrida indicates, it is precisely the
concept of singularity, the concept of difference as infinite and qualitative, that
“situates the place of all violences.”19 “How,” he asks in Faith and Knowledge: the
Two Sources of ‘Religion’ at the Limits of Reason Alone, “dare we speak of [religion]
in the singular without fear and trembling….?”20 In discussing—found in Archive
Fever, Yerushalmi’s claim that the ancient name of “Israel” expresses a religious
imperative of justice that is absolutely unique—Derrida writes that we would
have to wonder, in trembling, about the very justice of such a claim, “unless,” he
continues, “one were to call by the unique name of Israel all the places and all the
peoples who would be ready to recognize themselves…in this injunction.”21 He
concludes that we must allow the possibility that “other peoples could say the
same thing—in another way.”22

It is important to note in the above suite of ideas from Derrida his careful,
considered use of the conditional “could” and “would” as he addresses the
complex question of whether peoples outside the biblical tradition could
formulate principles that are consistent with the Bible.23 Certainly, no question
                                                            
18 What Kierkegaard means by difference that is infinite and qualitative is what he calls, in Fear and
Trembling, the incommensurability of the single individual. To view the individual, whether divine or
human, as infinite – as incommensurable, as beyond comparison – is to recognize that each
individual has absolute value, absolute worth – that no individual can be replaced by, or can be
substituted for, another.
19 Archive Fever, Jacques Derrida, translated by Eric Prenowitz, The University of Chicago Press,
Chicago, 1996, p. 77
20 “Faith and Knowledge: the Two Sources of ‘Religion’ at the Limits of Reason Alone,” in Religion,
edited by Jacques Derrida and Gianni Vattimo, Stanford University Press, Stanford, California, 1996,
p. 1
21 Archive Fever, p. 77
22 Ibid.
23 Derrida insists that he remains undecided on this issue. “What I really do not know, and I confess I
do not know,” he says in God, the Gift, and Postmodernism “is whether what I am analyzing or trying to
think is prior to my own culture, our own culture, that is, to the Judeo-Christian, Greek heritage of
the gift.… I do not know if this structure is really prior to what comes under the name of revealed
religion or even of philosophy, or whether it is through philosophy or the revealed religions, the
religions of the book, or any other experience of revelation, that retrospectively we think what I try to
think. I must confess, I cannot make the choice between these two hypotheses. Translated into
Heidegger’s discourse, which is addressing the same difficulty, this is the distinction between
Offenbarung and Offenbarkeit, revelation and revealability. Heidegger said, this is his position, that
there would be no revelation or Offenbarung without the prior structure of Offenbarkeit, without the
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can be more explosive, and no more revealing (and certainly, according to what
Kierkegaard says about Socrates, at least one other people could not do so). For
together with the question of the relationship between the unique (the singular,
the individual) and the universal, the use of the conditional on the part of
Derrida raises the question of the relationship between possibility and actuality
that informs his concept of the non-historical. In his essay “On Forgiveness,” it is
the very concept of forgiveness that would appear to fill for Derrida the role of
the non-historical as the condition for a universal politics and for crossing the
borders of our common context. Saying that “the language which one tries to
adapt”24 to the concept of forgiveness is singularly biblical, Derrida appears to
maintain a tension or gap between the concept of forgiveness and its biblical
expressions. This is in keeping with his indication, in Archive Fever, that other
peoples could possibly formulate ideas consistent with the Bible, a claim that
seems to be rooted in his legitimate desire to disrupt any binary opposition
between those who are chosen and those who are not. Yet Derrida also holds, in
“On Forgiveness,” that biblical principles not only are singular but that they are,
as well, “on the way to universalization….”25 In today’s international,
geopolitical debates, he observes that not only individuals but also entire
societies ask for forgiveness “in an Abrahamic language… which is not that of
the dominant religion of their society….”26 Thus, while insisting in the name of
justice, that we remember peoples outside the biblical tradition could—in
possibility—formulate concepts that are consistent with the Bible, Derrida also
indicates that biblical concepts are in actuality the basis on which other peoples
reformulate their own values. How are these two formulations to be held
together? Is actuality a category of possibility? Or is possibility a category of
actuality? Is forgiveness first possible and then actual? Or is it because the
possibility of forgiveness presupposes its actuality that, as Derrida says, we dare
not speak about singularity “without fear and trembling”? Is it not the case that
the neighbor must first be actual in order to be possible for all?

In light of Derrida’s legitimate concern about the violence, fear, and trembling
that the concept of singularity brings into existence, it is important to remember
that it is precisely by remaining faithful to biblical principles that Johannes de
Silentio both constructs and deconstructs the opposition between singular and
universal central to his text.27 De Silentio properly develops a critique of the

                                                                                                                                                      
possibility of revelation and the possibility of manifestation. That is Heidegger’s position. I am not
sure. Perhaps it is through Offenbarung that Offenbarkeit becomes thinkable, historically.” (p. 73)
24 “On Forgiveness,” in On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness, Jacques Derrida, tr. Mark Dooley and
Michael Hughes, Routledge, New York, 2001, pp. 27-28 (emphasis added)
25 Ibid., p. 28
26 Ibid.
27 De Silentio famously argues that the religious is the paradox that the single individual is higher
than the universal. He thus appears to hold the position that the religious, in principle, presupposes
the opposition between the singular and the universal. What, however, is one to make of the fact that,
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universal: when the universal is understood as the teleological suspension or
annulment of singularity. Yet, consistent with his observation that faith is a
marvel from which no one is excluded, he indicates in what sense the singular
must in fact be conceived as universal when, early in Fear and Trembling, he
addresses the question of what it means to be God’s chosen, and insists that his
readers understand Abraham’s story as their own. When God called Abraham,
de Silentio writes, Abraham responded “‘Here am I.’ You to whom these words
are addressed,” de Silentio asks his readers, “was this the case with you?”28 In
biblical terms, de Silentio thereby indicates, to be called or chosen is not to be
chosen in opposition to the other. Rather, the fear and trembling inherent in
biblical principles is that there is no one who is excluded from being the single
individual. Thus, one can be a single individual only insofar as one views all
others as single individuals: once one is chosen, all are chosen. For biblical
thought, the neighbor is no less universal than it is singular. To paraphrase
Vigilius Haufniensis, the pseudonymous author of The Concept of Anxiety, the
neighbor is never possible; as soon as he is, he is actual,29 at once individual and
universal. The idea of singularity thus indeed, as Derrida says, “situates the place
of all violences.” In insisting that all individuals are chosen universally, it reveals
to the single individual all failures to love the neighbor as oneself (to love oneself
as the neighbor).

To pose the question of whether peoples whose origin is not biblical could
articulate, in another way, principles that are consistent with the Bible—the
question of whether biblical language is adapted to the concept of forgiveness or
whether the concept of forgiveness is singularly biblical—is therefore inseparable

                                                                                                                                                      
while there are, in Fear and Trembling, two notions of the singular – one true, one false – there is,
apparently, only one (false) notion of the universal? De Silentio calls the true notion of the singular
the religious (the absolute relation to the absolute). He calls the false notion of the singular the
esthetic, the first immediacy, the spontaneous response to the inclinations of the heart and to the
immediate qualifications of feeling and mood that ultimately becomes what he calls the demonic: the
sacrifice of the universal to the individual. He calls his one notion of the universal the ethical: the
sacrifice of the individual to the universal. (Note that the last two positions – the sacrifice of the
universal to the individual; the sacrifice of the individual to the universal – reverse one another but
do not displace the fundamental opposition between their terms.) Yet, if there is not only a false but
also a true notion of the singular, then is there, as well, not only a false but also a true notion of the
universal? That is, in light of de Silentio’s claim at the end of Problema I that faith is a marvel from
which no one is excluded – which he expresses at the end of Problema II by saying that true greatness
is available to all – is there a second notion of the universal in Fear and Trembling, one that, while
virtually silent, is consistent with the religious and, therefore, true? Does Fear and Trembling not in
principle deconstruct the binary opposition between universality and singularity, precisely for the
reason that de Silentio is, ultimately, faithful to biblical principles? In this regard it is important to
recall that, in Problema II, de Silentio insists that absolute duty to God involves not the invalidation
but the regaining of the universal, which, in light of the movement of faith, “receives a completely
different expression, a paradoxical expression….” (70) De Silentio, that is, has two notions of the
universal (or ethical): one as the annulment of the individual, one as paradox.
28 Fear and Trembling, tr. H. & E. Hong, Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey, 1983, p. 21
29 Vigilius Haufniensis writes that “freedom is never possible; as soon as it is, it is actual....” (The
Concept of Anxiety, tr. Reidar Thomte, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1980, p. 22)
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from another question, the question of whether other peoples actually do
articulate biblical principles in their own terms. In order to be able to answer this
question—in order to distinguish between different kinds of difference, between
difference that recognizes difference (the other as oneself and oneself as other)
and difference that does not—one must first be clear about the conceptual
framework presupposed by the concept of forgiveness. The concept of
forgiveness cannot be isolated from the structure of temporality (history), the
structure of coming into existence whose context we have explored here as
biblical. Historical coming into existence presupposes the concept of temporality
that, in Philosophical Fragments and Works of Love, Kierkegaard calls
contemporaneity, in light of which the unchangeableness of the past—that “what
has happened has happened the way it happened”30 is to be utterly
distinguished from the unchangeableness of natural necessity. Because the past is
subject to the desire of the individual who wills it as having come into existence
on the basis of his or her freedom, Kierkegaard points out that it is open to
historical change, to the possibility of repentance and forgiveness. It is only once
the past can change historically—it is only once the past is open to a point of
view that is historical—that forgiveness comes into existence. In order to
determine whether forgiveness could be articulated in other ways, in traditions
that are not biblical, one would have to determine whether the supporting
conceptual structure, the supporting context, is present (actual). Where the
supporting context is, there too is forgiveness and the neighbor.

To speak about the historical construction of self and other demands a context in
which self and other have come into existence as the neighbor. For Kierkegaard,
that context is to be found not in Socratic but in biblical thought; however, the
historical construction of self and other as neighbor presupposes, as Derrida
would say, the deconstruction of their binary oppositions, the deconstruction of
all contexts opposing self and other on the basis of what he calls presence or
what Kierkegaard calls the “play of the powers of immediacy.”31 To transcend
the power of immediacy is to be responsible for loving (recognizing) the
neighbor as ourselves. But to love the neighbor as ourselves is, equally, to author
ourselves as the neighbor. The concept of neighbor is then the point of
view—both divine and human, religious and deconstructive, singular and
universal—for one’s work as an author, the point of departure that is the
absolute, historical context of context(s).
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30 Philosophical Fragments, tr. H. & E. Hong, Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey, 1985, p.
77
31 Works of Love, p. 25
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