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To say that Jacques Derrida is a controversial figure is not only an 
understatement but one that is repeated so frequently that it begins to detract 
from his work. nevertheless, thinking about this controversy is a useful 
way of framing an approach to the legacy of the man and his work, the goal 
of this new volume from routledge. the contributors to this project are 
an impressive group of commentators on derrida’s work, amongst them 
Geoffrey Bennington and Nicholas Royle reflecting on “the event”, David 
cooper covering the philosophy of language, alex callinicos tackling the 
new international, and rachel Bowlby offering a short and charmingly 
personal account of what derrida meant to her. the three essays i have 
selected to focus on in this review are those dealing with subject areas in 
which derrida’s legacy has caused controversy, or in which it has proven 
controversial that derrida has an important legacy. these areas are: ethics, 
technology, and the holocaust. 

Ethics

in his recent study, Trouble with Strangers (Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 
terry eagleton informed the reader that derrida’s work on ethics ought 
not to detain the moral philosopher for any significant amount of time. 
Derek Attridge’s contribution to the present volume, entitled “Derrida’s 
singularity: literature and ethics” (12-25), if it is to persuade the moral 
philosopher to look a little closer, ought really to act as a corrective to 
this negative reading. attridge is aware that derrida’s is not a name to be 
found in most anglophone companions to ethics; when it is, it is usually 
only there to have scorn heaped upon—or at least a glib remark or two in 
the vein of eagleton’s. his work on literature is, as is well known, received 
with greater enthusiasm and attridge directs the reader to the intimate 
connection between this and his work on ethics. We see that, for derrida, 
when reading the text the reader is to alight upon that which is unique, 
singular within it. the reader is then to communicate to others this singular, 
context dependent meaning. this concern with the singular carries over to 
his work on ethics. 
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how can we justify feeding a pet cat at the expense of all other cats in 
the world? as attridge shows, this slightly odd ethical quandary illuminates 
the Biblical story of abraham and isaac. far from signifying the virtue of 
submission to god (as for believers) or the authoritarianism of religion 
(as for the nonbelievers), this story about the demand made of a father 
to sacrifice his son serves to illuminate the paradox of responsibility for 
the other. it shows how entering into an ethical relationship with an other 
always involves the sacrifice of such a relationship with another other. 
attridge clearly shows the difference between derrida’s thought here, in 
The Gift of Death (the university of chicago Press, 1995), and that of søren 
Kierkegaard, who approached the same story in his Fear and Trembling 
(Penguin Books, 2003). Both saw in this Biblical story the renunciation 
of (prescriptive) ethics in the call to the absolute and singular other. for 
Kierkegaard this call comes only from god, whilst for derrida it comes 
also from isaac. We see that this makes the paradox far more binding for 
derrida than it does for Kierkegaard, since whatever abraham does he fails 
in his responsibility to the other. If he spares Isaac then he defies God; if he 
obeys god then he fails isaac. We come back to the cats: looking after one’s 
own cat runs against the demands of other cats and cannot be justified. And 
in the real world of cats and people there is no divine voice that offers a way 
out, as with the Biblical story – there is only silence. When we consider that 
we have an infinite responsibility to an infinite number of others (and not 
just cats) – ethics becomes impossible.

impossible? some legacy, we might say. yet this depends on what is 
meant by “impossible”, and here lies the value, clear and concise exposition 
aside, of attridge’s essay. he asks whether ethics is impossible in the 
familiar derridean sense - that things happen because they are impossible, 
because the possible depends on the impossible, on that which it excludes 
- or whether it is an entirely different order of impossibility altogether. or 
rather, he asks, if it is impossible to answer all the demands, how do we 
choose? for derrida, it can never be a matter of weighing one demand 
against another, as in a calculable ethics; there can be no rule or device to 
decide. rather, attridge, drawing on the work of Jean-françois lyotard, 
shows that for derrida the most authentic demand is recognised when we are 
confronted with the powerless, and not the all-powerful as with abraham. 
if this were the case then existing power relations would be repeated: man 
over woman, white over black, rich over poor, and so on -the same over the 
other. instead, for derrida, we have to seek out the other - the destitute, the 
hungry, the downtrodden - and obligate ourselves to them. crucially, the 
impossibility of ethics does not prevent action; it is no different from the 
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other impossibilities we encounter in derrida. 
We see that far from a shrug of the shoulders and a retreat into the 

comfort of (unjustifiable) special relationships, we find in Derrida a call to 
action, a conception of responsibility that is active and not passive. With 
attridge championing his cause it appears that derrida’s legacy ought to 
be held with the same high regard as that of emmanuel levinas, and not 
regarded merely as “an extended footnote to Levinas’s own meditations” – 
again, one of eagleton’s glib and hasty remarks in Trouble With Strangers 
(2009: 247). derrida departs from levinas by eschewing the hierarchy 
of self transcended by other, insisting instead that there is only a web of 
otherness. attridge might have made this departure more explicit, but the 
perceptive reader will pick it up all the same. 

Technology
derrida’s legacy in the area of technology is perhaps no less contested than 
that of ethics. in their recent work, New Media: The Key Concepts (Berg, 
2008), nicholas gane and david Beer question the claim made of derrida’s 
Archive Fever (university of chicago Press, 1996)—on the cover of the 
book no less—that it offers an important statement on the impact of new 
media technologies. their suggestion is that it simply fails to deliver. there 
is some talk of e-mail in derrida’s text, but this concern with that particular 
technology at the cost of others only reflects his bias towards writing and 
leads to a restricted account of the archive. This is the same flaw that 
friedrich Kittler observed of Michel foucault in his afterword to Discourse 
Networks 1800/1900 (stanford university Press, 1990). drawing on a 
familiar complaint of Kittler’s we might say that, judging from his work, 
derrida does not know a great amount about technology itself. it falls, then, 
to Christopher Johnson and his essay “Derrida and Technology” (54-65) to 
demonstrate the legacy Derrida bequeaths to students in this field.  

unfortunately, Johnson fails to deliver. We get an interesting account 
of derrida’s use of the work of andré leroi-gourhan, ethnologist 
and prehistorian. leroi-gourhan studied the role of technology in the 
development of human intelligence, particularly the role bipedalism played 
in liberating the hands and face to perform more complicated tasks than 
were previously possible. he showed that there is a direct link between the 
higher cognitive faculties and the hand; that is, that the new-found freedom 
of the hand allowed the human to engage in tasks such as tool making 
which required the development of intelligence for co-ordination. leroi-
gourhan’s legacy was to show the co-evolution of the biological with 



142 143

derrida’s legacies: literature and PhilosoPhy

the technological. this is quite a legacy, one evident in the various works 
of posthumanists today. Johnson’s problem is that he never manages to 
show that derrida’s legacy comes anywhere close to matching the one he 
attributes to leroi-gourhan. 

he gives an interesting account of Martin heidegger’s work on the 
hand, conveying his argument that the human can have a hand whilst the 
animal cannot, the latter merely possessing an organ capable of seizing 
and grabbing. after outlining derrida’s criticism of this approach—that 
it distorts the co-evolution of thought, language and hand and places 
Heidegger’s work firmly in the tradition of metaphysical humanism that 
he purports to oppose—Johnson returns to thinking about heidegger. 
The essay finishes with Johnson’s musings on why he was troubled by 
technology but not by tools. this is an odd move given that it is meant to 
be about the legacy of derrida. throughout the essay is a weak suggestion 
that what we owe to derrida is a certain way of thinking about technology, 
certain questions that we now feel compelled to ask, questions such as: 
“What is technology?”; “Where does technology end and the human 
begin?”; and “How does technology affect thinking?”. These are the sort 
of questions that Marshall Mcluhan taught a generation of media theorists 
to ask through influential and popular works such as Understanding Media 
(routledge and Kegan Paul ltd, 1964) and (with Quentin fiore) The 
Medium is the Massage (Penguin, 1989).

The essay itself is interesting and well written, but it simply does not fit 
with the mission statement of the book. having felt the same disappointment 
expressed by gane and Beer about Archive Fever, i was looking to Johnson 
to demonstrate derrida’s legacy to thinking about technology. however, 
he does nothing to correct the assumption that derrida knew little about 
technology itself; he does little to show the originality or ingenuity of 
derrida’s work on technology, nor does he show how derrida’s work has 
been influential on the subject area and other writers within it. This is not to 
suggest that derrida has no meaningful legacy here, only that Johnson does 
not adequately articulate it. there is certainly no indication that derrida is 
as important an authority on technology as heidegger, Mcluhan, Kittler, 
or leroi-gourhan. 

The Holocaust
Whilst derrida’s legacies to ethics and technology have been (rightly or 
wrongly) dismissed as insubstantial, his legacy to holocaust studies has 
been of a different order. it is not controversial that derrida has a legacy 
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here, but rather it is the legacy itself that has proved time and again to be 
controversial. the best known expression of this, one that robert eaglestone 
notes in his contribution “Derrida and the legacies of the Holocaust” (66-
75), is found in deborah lipstadt’s Denying the Holocaust (the free Press, 
1993). Here she criticises something she calls “deconstructionism” —and 
it is no mere pedantry to point out that deconstruction is not an ‘-ism’, 
but rather an indication of lipstadt’s level of familiarity with derrida—for 
playing directly into the hands of the holocaust deniers. 

in response, eaglestone sets out to show how derrida’s legacy and 
that of the holocaust are intertwined. after relating the ways in which the 
holocaust lives on in the modern consciousness, he demonstrates how it 
is present in Derrida’s work both as a specific event and as an example 
of human suffering. it is present in his work on hospitality and in his 
work on the trace, the motif of cinders and incineration running through 
derrida’s work. crucially, eaglestone is not concerned with charting the 
development of this thought but with its legacies, which he sees as being 
of two sorts. first, there is the application of his work: the many texts that 
attempt to deconstruct the holocaust, particularly those of saul friedländer 
(even though he himself would reject the association); the influence of 
deconstructive thought on daniel libeskind and his Jewish Museum in 
Berlin; and the various attacks on derrida such as lipstadt’s or those in the 
wake of the de Man affair - these are part of his legacy too. 

second, and perhaps more interestingly, there is derrida’s work itself 
and how he engages with the holocaust through it. in particular, eaglestone 
focuses on derrida’s Of Spirit (chicago university Press, 1991) and the idea 
that we must interrogate the vast trees of indifference that grew in the same 
soil as nazism: the institutions of the modern state. this method is shown 
to offer no prescription to prevent future genocide and avoids engaging in 
‘never again’ rhetoric; what it does offer is three valuable contributions to 
thinking about the holocaust. first, we see that the racist pseudo-science 
that informed the nazi weltanschaaung drew on a wider metaphysics of 
race that is still prominent today in ideas of national, religious or cultural 
identity and values. second, we are forced think about the complicity of 
the discourses we use today – of ethics, of rights, of identity. finally, we 
see that it is only through general concepts that we can bear witness to 
the singularity of the holocaust. the importance of this latter point should 
not be understated; in a climate of hostile debates about the uniqueness of 
the holocaust, derrida showed how it was both a singular and a universal 
injustice. 
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Eaglestone has done a fine job of illuminating the different ways in 
which derrida’s legacies have touched the subject. in stark contrast to 
Johnson, he shows Derrida’s influence on others and the importance of 
Derrida’s work itself. Suggestions that the deniers find here an intellectual 
tool for their despicable pseudo-history are shown to be wide of the mark; 
instead, Eaglestone demonstrates that Derrida’s work can be “a source for 
new ways of responding to the problems that are involved in coming to 
understand the Holocaust” (73).

Concluding Remarks
the three selections from this volume show different ways of approaching 
the subject of derrida’s legacies. attridge gives an impressive account of 
Derrida’s ethics, one which on reflection shows a greater legacy than is 
often suggested, whilst eaglestone really tackles the idea of what it is to 
have a legacy and shows in impressive detail just what derrida’s legacy is 
to the field of Holocaust studies. Johnson’s approach is less successful but 
his is nonetheless an interesting essay on a very specific area of thought 
about technology. the other contributions  are also of a high standard and 
fit more or less into the model of one of these three ways of writing about 
legacy. the book as a whole is a valuable contribution to the secondary 
literature on derrida and will appeal to theorists in a wide range of subjects. 
Most impressively, many of the essays gathered here suggest that derrida’s 
legacies will live on for some time to come. 

David W. Hill      University of York


