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This paper explores the cultural significance of metaphors derived 
from archival practices. More specifically, I examine institutional 
conventions in the library sciences and how they serve to delimit 
language-based approaches to culture, in which archiving practices serve 
as a guiding metaphor of subjective agency. Now, these practices derive 
from the ancient laws of recordkeeping, which include the duty to preserve 
original order (i.e. respect des fonds), to ensure the authenticity of 
documents and artifacts as material remainders of the past, and to 
represent authorial power. Because these practices have become important 
facets of speculative thought in recent times, particularly in discourses 
about how subjects respond to contemporary contexts through a projection 
of desires and actions, I argue that they should also be considered 
important contributions to a theory of everyday life. In my effort to 
disentangle the constellation whereby archiving is deemed both a 
significant and often missing element within descriptions of everyday life, 
I question the relationship between subjects and institutions, and 
specifically how the creative potentials of subjects—including the 
interpretive frames of reference that are used to transmit those potentials 
into action—become constituted by and through institutions. I ask if there 
is such thing as an archive of interpretation, and if so, how does it impact 
upon everyday life as a theoretical construct?  

I propose to address these questions by examining the status of 
metaphor as a rhetorical device within speculative thought that is soundly 
rejected by the library sciences, including archival management. The 
metaphor of “the archive” in particular as a descriptor of cultural 
phenomena is regarded with contempt by this managerial class, to the 
point where considering the merits of bridging archival practices with 
other domains in everyday life as a speculative exercise is often left 
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unexamined by them. In other words, the assumption among library 
practitioners is that philosophical or speculative approaches that borrow 
from the material world of recordkeeping and archival management 
simply metaphorize its otherwise mundane and highly rationalized 
protocols. On the basis of an Althusserian notion of theoretical practice, 
for instance, the domain of speculative thought creates emblems of anti-
scientific thought, and therefore produces nothing for a greater 
understanding of how archival preservation is culturally relevant in a 
broader sense. My paper considers these attitudes, but from a very 
different side of the spectrum, examining their comportment or position as 
rather exhibiting a symptomatic fascination for speculative approaches that 
are otherwise disavowed. The missed encounters that result from this 
disavowal occur most frequently among historians of the archive, who 
persistently deny their attachment to anything but purely empirical and 
descriptive frames of reference. Yet these very missed encounters also 
impact upon the enterprise of cultural analysis, perpetuating assumptions 
that the archive has nothing substantially in common with the everyday.  

In the second half of my paper, I investigate a set of alternative 
engagements with archival metaphors by examining the critical (and, at 
times, not so critical) reception of Jacques Derrida’s highly celebrated 
work on this topic, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression (Mal d’Archive: 
Une Impression Freudienne). I examine its reception as a way of lending 
further clarity to my argument that the very desire for speculative 
frameworks, if not the surreptitious incorporation of these frameworks into 
historical methods and narratives, convincingly justifies the relevance of 
speculation to a host of practical, political and “everyday” concerns. 
Focusing on recent complicities between psychoanalysis, cultural studies 
and information technology, my concluding statements offer a very 
different image of the archive as compared to the ideological 
reinforcement propelled by notions of technological progress, which are 
dominant in the library sciences today. I conclude by arguing that these 
complicities are materially and theoretically significant for our 
conceptions of everyday life.  

Literal and Metaphorical Approaches to the Archive 

I want to begin by rendering explicit the problem that I see emerging 
between competing approaches to the archive in recent years. I mentioned 
above that library scientists are fascinated by speculative and therefore 
metaphorical appropriations of the archive and yet disavow their 
legitimacy, whereas the proponents of those speculative approaches seek 
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to allow the metaphoricity that is ingrained in the methods and histories of 
archival practice to flourish. In this paper, I consider how the substantial 
differences between the two approaches have been perpetuated, how and 
why this perpetuation has been deemed mutually beneficial, and finally, 
how the discourse surrounding the apparent cleavages between the two 
positions might be productively changed. 

From the outset, the separation between so-called literal and 
metaphorical uses of the term “archive” would appear to be an 
unproblematic and commonsensical distinction. However, I argue below 
that the speech act in which “literal” and “metaphorical” are paired as 
opposing terms in the first place makes it necessary to capitulate an 
ideological position, in which the status of scientific discourse is 
reinforced as a marker of authority vis-à-vis the management and 
organization of archival contents. In other words, an investigation into the 
archive premised on its literal application ends up reinforcing the scientific 
legitimacy of the attitude held by library practitioners (i.e. those who have 
earned professional degrees in that area and who in fact practice in the 
field). I argue that professional archivists often engage a celebratory 
discourse surrounding improvements of their practice through information 
technology, as I explore in greater detail below. On the other hand, 
investigating the term “archive” in a way that remains sensitive to its 
metaphoricity makes it possible to question the scientific claims of this 
particular discursive community. At issue between the competing uses of 
the term is therefore precisely that of what defines it conceptually.  

Diana Taylor, for one, by demonstrating the co-constitutive 
inseparability of the two positions, suggests that archives are simultaneously 
an authorized place or physical location, a thing or object, a collection or 
historical record, and finally a practice or logic of selection, access and 
preservation.1 Given the complexity contained in the term itself, my wish 
is therefore to consider whether a distinction between “literal” and 
“metaphorical” can be maintained at all. Indeed, the co-constitution of a 
shared conceptual framework in relation to the practice of archival 
management points to a broader concern about how speculative thought 
can be used to negotiate matters that arise at the level of the everyday, 
including the formation of subjects and their projection of desires and 
actions on the basis of individual histories.  

Now, my inquiry rests on the fact that archivists and cultural theorists 
have sought to build significant lines of collaboration in recent years that 

��������������������������������������������������������
1  Taylor, The Archive and Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the 
Americas, 19. 
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have ultimately failed. For instance, the abundance of workshops devoted 
to a rapprochement between them has only exaggerated the paradox of 
two positions that are both inseparable and incompatible. I refer here to a 
spirited interaction at the John Douglas Taylor Conference in 2010, The 
Archive and Everyday Life. During a keynote speech by Canadian cultural 
theorist Michael O’Driscoll (entitled “Archiviologies: The Archival 
(Re)Turn”), an audience member identifying herself as an archivist took 
issue with O’Driscoll’s stunning but apparently impressionistic visual 
metaphor of archival practice. The audience member, for her part, claimed 
that the use of such visual metaphors is conceptually limited in terms of its 
impact on the practice of archival management. O’Driscoll’s reply to this 
question is significant because it reinforced a dichotomy but also a co-
relation between the two perspectives. That is, by claiming, along with 
Taylor, not to be a proponent of either (though, unlike Taylor, resisting an 
explanation for his objection), O’Driscoll suggested that literal and 
metaphorical approaches simply co-exist and need not be supplemented by 
a description of their intrinsic connection or constitutive relation.  

Indeed, the more serious outcome of this confrontation is that it tends 
to perpetuate a mutually evasive attitude towards the possibility of 
engaging a broader rethinking of the archivist’s authoritative and scientific 
position with respect to its treatment of material remainders of the past. In 
other words, does a particular form of materiality—the kind that is 
collected and organized as archival content—offer a true representation of 
historical facts? Or is the greater challenge rather that of disentangling the 
hidden agendas behind this very line of questioning? Siding with the latter, 
I argue that archival historians have sought to conserve a rather narrow 
description of what cultural analysis does and is meant to achieve. 

Carolyn Steedman’s Dust: The Archive and Cultural History is a 
unique volume in this genre because it purports to examine the archive 
itself as an object of cultural history, not simply as that which houses the 
contents of historical narratives. In her opening chapter, Steedman refers 
to Jacques Derrida’s Archive Fever as a forceful and canonical 
introduction to the archive within communities devoted to culture, 
philosophy and literature. Yet Steedman tempers her discussion of this 
work by suggesting that its stature is rooted in the dissemination of 
“capacious” metaphors that lose any substantial connection or relation to 
the archive proper. 2  Attempting to wrest the archive from this 
metaphorical fate, more or less by depositing the term into a narrowly 
defined cultural history, Steedman playfully recounts a history of “the 

��������������������������������������������������������
2 Steedman, Dust: The Archive and Cultural History, 4. 



Chapter Ten 
 

�

232

scholar’s illness” that emerged during the 18th and 19th centuries, in 
which the dust from books ingested by avid readers provides a materially 
grounded and therefore literal translation of Derrida’s “fever”.3  

The tendency or drive to incorporate metaphorical content into an 
empirical datum is echoed once again by historian Brien Brothman.4 Like 
Steedman, Brothman refers to a deadlock in the cross-disciplinary 
exchange between so-called cultural or speculative approaches and 
historical ones. He is equally forceful in his suggestion that because 
archival historians regard cultural approaches as recklessly engaged in a 
contagious language game—that of “textuality”—the aim of a literal 
approach must be that of protecting and maintaining the sanctity of the 
record. Indeed, this protection is achieved by following the ancient duty-
bound archival practices that I mentioned earlier. Now, Brothman himself 
voices an affinity for Derrida’s intention to expand the repertoire of 
archival practices into cultural/speculative or theoretical domains. Yet 
because he surrenders to the discursive limitations of being a self-declared 
protector of the true archive (i.e. the empirical and historical one), 
Brothman only extends the literal approach to support further assumptions 
about what cultural analysis actually does. In other words: Brothman’s 
interpretation of the literal-metaphorical debate results in creating a barrier 
between the domain of cultural analysis and that of everyday life, and this 
barrier is reinforced precisely by extricating the play of metaphor.  

To illustrate, I quote Brothman on his understanding of the archivist’s 
position, which in turn highlights its latent combative overtones. He 
writes: “the mission of archives is to prevent records, those writings that 
migrate from consciousness to a public and external media, from 
unraveling into promiscuous textuality.”5 In other words, the underlying or 
implicit message here is that by invoking records as “literal” truths, the 
archivist accurately describes its filiation and is therefore permitted to 
impose a standard, derived from the profession, regarding its original 
order. Be that as it may, my primary interest in this work is Brothman’s 
complicity with the notion that cultural approaches to the archive contain 
something like a “promiscuous textuality.” The implication of Brothman’s 
hypothesis is that cultural analysis involves the promiscuous application of 
tropes, figures and metaphors, which are then benignly reflected onto 
objects in the material world. Though Brothman does take pains to suggest 
that archivists resist such applications despite their seductive qualities, his 
��������������������������������������������������������
3 Ibid., 17-38. 
4  Brothman, “Declining Derrida: Integrity, Tensegrity, and the Preservation of 
Archives from Deconstruction,” Archivaria 48 (1999): 64-88.  
5 Ibid., 78. 
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description carefully avoids suggesting that textuality itself contains real, 
material or constitutive elements.  

Representation, Writing, and the Everyday 

Brothman characterizes cultural theory as a purely textual exercise that 
engages the documentary or empirical content of archives. He analyzes 
cultural artifacts through the lens of rhetorical devices that emphasize its 
empirical qualities, and he therefore encompasses the attitudes of many in 
the field. Though I argue that his assumptions include deliberate or 
repressed associative errors in terms of the relation between cultural theory 
and the everyday, these assumptions are by no means out of the ordinary. 
In The Politics of Postmodernism, for instance, Linda Hutcheon offers a 
groundbreaking critique of contemporary culture through a primarily 
textual engagement of the everyday and yet she does so paradoxically to 
indicate constitutive elements of culture that stretch beyond textuality. 
From this very early example of her work, Hutcheon sought to consolidate 
the emerging discourses of postmodernism by politicizing the concept of 
“representation” through a rigorous discursive operation. In doing so, 
Hutcheon elevates representation as a key term and a singular priority for 
cultural theorists. Her articulation of postmodernism’s so-called “de-
doxifying” agency serves to mobilize a repertoire of rhetorical tools and to 
subsume them under a particular mode of cultural translation. Though this 
translation exercise engages materially suffused cultural objects by 
deploying mechanisms of parody, play and complicit subversion, the 
objects themselves retain their distinction as being fundamentally 
impacted by materiality.6 In other words, Hutcheon claims that linguistic 
categories exhibit subversive agencies, but that such agency can be 
accessed only through a process of applying those categories onto real and 
material objects. The empirical existence of the object is therefore 
privileged over its speculative, theoretical or literary value. In fact, I argue 
that this very distinction or axiom is fundamental to a contemporary theory 
of the everyday, but that the relation between empirics and metaphor is 
never simply determined by their equivalence as it appears to be for 
Hutcheon.  

 More recently, in this tradition, the later work of Andreas Huyssen on 
memory, voices a collective aspiration for displacing literary terms and its 
speculative frameworks onto culturally situated objects. Huyssen is 
particularly in urban architectures, as evinced by what he has called the 

��������������������������������������������������������
6 Hutcheon, The Politics of Postmodernism, 28. 
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“urban palimpsest.” In Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics 
of Memory (2002) he writes, “after the waning modernist fantasies about 

creatio ex nihilo and of the desire for the purity of new beginnings, we 

have come to read cities and buildings as palimpsests of space, monuments 
as transformable and transitory, and sculpture as subject to the vicissitudes 

of time.”7 Putting aside the content of Huyssen’s work, which involves 

developing frameworks for a European and specifically German cultural 
politics of memory through descriptions of urban environments, we see 

here that Huyssen encourages his readers to apply a rather narrow 

conception of what is an essentially philological category—the 
palimpsest—onto materially rich frames of reference. Huyssen thus seeks 

to develop opportunities for imagining alternatives to postmodern 
presentism in ways that are thematically linked to our collective memory.  

Putting aside the otherwise very different approaches that Hutcheon 

and Huyssen take in regard to representation, I argue that their allusions to 
literary tropes such as metaphor are rather similar: both share a 

commitment to protecting against the reduction of material and therefore 

ostensibly proper cultural forms by an exclusively linguistic index, 
specifically by a textual one. Both theorists are thus engaged in a 

preventative action that is meant to provide a shield for material forms 

from apparent threats posed by what Huyssen calls the “imperialism of 
écriture”: an imperialism that he predictably associates with a Derridean 

philosophy of language.8  

Despite having a more welcoming attitude towards Derridean 
philosophy, Brothman too participates somewhat unknowingly in the 

trends that Hutcheon and Huyssen have advanced in their widely 

influential writing. In each of them, the work of cultural analysis mirrors a 
purely introspective exercise, one that reduces textual frames of reference 

to modes of description or illustration, and which therefore denies the 

potential within these modes to reveal new or compelling epistemologies. 
In fact, the discourse of textuality within literary criticism has long been 

used as a tool of legitimation for the analysis of culture. Yet the 
restrictions demanded by cultural forms more or less serve to dominate the 

terms of these debates. I argue that the writers explored above reduce the 

task of cultural analysis by containing literary insights, which are ensured 
paradoxically by borrowing from literary criticism’s conceptual repertoire. 

The depoliticization that results from this process is effectively marked by 

the repression of a particular history or collective memory involving 

��������������������������������������������������������
7 Huyssen, Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory, 7. 
8 Ibid. 
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relationships between signifier and meaning. Indeed, these relationships 

become the props for a recurring Cartesianism. 

With these trajectories in mind, I now want to return to Brothman’s 

claim that the archive constitutes the (externalized) media which acts as a 

repository for (internalized) consciousness. Indeed, I suggest that a 

“literal” approach to the archive aims to preserve a linear conception of 

history within a documentary and an equally metaphysical framework.  

This framework shows that the archive heralds a metaphorical 

mediation of its literal definition. In other words, according to Derrida in 

Of Grammatology, if we read “the ‘literal’ meaning of writing as 

metaphoricity,” the presumptive unity of the archive would be characterized 

as a paranoid formation that erases any internal differentiation within the 

term.
9
 The library sciences follow much of the cultural approaches in this 

by refusing the linguistic turn as its primary consequence or outcome. In 

its place, a circuit of legitimation is forged whereby technical media is 

framed as a utilitarian mechanism that serves to verify the existence of a 

linear historical actuality. This actuality is presented by cultural 

approaches and everyday practices, in which subjects are formed by 

projecting desires and by manifesting them in action.  

Immediately, and perhaps too easily, the positive concept of the 

archive that resolves this divide immediately recalls Derrida’s famous 

commentary on the metaphysics of presence, in which the rooting of 

presence coincides with its mourning, to paraphrase Catherine Malabou.
10

 

I argue that while Derrida refuses to accept the proposition that “writing” 

offers a compensatory substitution or representation of the past, he also 

appears to struggle with notions of loss that effectively vouchsafe an 

authentication of the material for which substitutions or representations are 

often created. Nevertheless, in Of Grammatology Derrida speaks of the 

melancholia that becomes attached to this substitution, in which he 

describes how the fictional promise of a compensatory future is held up 

mainly by the narrative conventions of an originary loss—the biblical fall 

of man. Arguing that writing is inseparable from intersubjective violence, 

Derrida offers a lengthy description of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s 

melancholic desire for a reinstatement of the collective as it is conceived 

anthropologically in Rousseau’s texts. That is, by implying that 

communities are formed through the sharing of loss, readers of Derrida’s 

interpretation may find that Rousseau must position “writing” as an 

��������������������������������������������������������
9
 Derrida, Of Grammatology, 15. 

10
 Malabou, Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing: Dialectic, Destruction, 

Deconstruction, 18. 
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anthropological category that gains legitimacy by attaching itself to an 
allegory of civilized man. “Writing” for Rousseau is therefore metabolized 
as a necessary evil, a kind of homeopathic remedy through which 
civilization can be relinquished for the return to authentic social 
relations.11 In fact, Derrida claims that the Rousseauian myth of authentic 
community is inseparable from a larger, external division as outlined by 
Claude Levi-Strauss.12 For Levi-Strauss, Derrida argues, the written word 
arises under the cloak of an emergency, in the space of encounter between 
two worlds, producing a breach of communal solidarity that is marked by 
the onset of certain violence, and thus by the disintegration of communal 
attachment or sense of belonging. 

Beyond the paragons of these particular “evils” in Derrida’s 
commentary, I find that “writing” as discussed in Of Grammatology also 
exhibits a representative simplicity in its very signification (for lack of a 
better word) of forgetfulness. Whereas Rousseau and Levi-Strauss abide to 
the fantasy of an origin as that which is shrouded in myth, for Derrida this 
origin constitutes a tracing of its own fictional retelling: it is a marker of 
difference and therefore also of forgetting.13 Given Derrida’s frame of 
reference, therefore, writing has clearly taken leave of its merely 
functional role, in which it can be engaged as representing the past 
alongside the cultural artifact. Instead, as I will show, writing in the 
Derridean sense prefigures a notion of the archive as a complex psychic 
operation that belongs to subjects in a much broader context that I call 
everyday life.  

Turning now to a psychoanalytic frame of reference, I will map the 
connections between two otherwise separate works of Derrida’s that were 
written over the course of thirty years, suggesting that his early interest in 
Sigmund Freud around Of Grammatology is continuous with his much 
later investigation of Freud in Archive Fever. I claim that after exhausting 
the rather simplistic role of being a chaperon for modern conceptions of 
subjectivity—which archivists and their historians appear to reinforce 
almost unwittingly—the archive for Derrida is rather a highly 
differentiated psychic repository that points to the configuration of a 
process for which the modern subject is but one effect among many. At 
this important juncture between the creation and destruction of a particular 
conception of subjectivity, the archive’s discursive operation becomes 
synonymous with the contents of dreams, fantasy and play—and in this 

��������������������������������������������������������
11 Derrida, Of Grammatology, 141-164. 
12 Ibid., 101-140. 
13 Ibid., 37. 
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sense, a Derridean take on the archive is crucial for developing a theory of 
the everyday in relation to interpretive frameworks and their institutions. 

Destruction, Repetition, and the Archive 

Turning now to a more focused discussion on the precedents for 
Derrida’s Archive Fever, I will offer a series of rebuttals against the tide of 
assumptions by archival historians that I explored earlier. Specifically, I 
argue that Derrida’s most notable interpretations of Freudian psychoanalysis 
offer a perspective on archival technologies that fundamentally challenges 
any adherence to progressivist narratives.  

This adherence is but one of the reasons for a recent explosion of 
interest in the archive among academic researchers, particularly in regard 
to the expansion of the archive into digital frontiers. Through this 
expansion, archives appear to be everywhere around us, disseminated by 
our electronic communications and computing devices. In fact, recent 
developments of these technologies over the last thirty years have 
generated interest in the archive as a thematic tool for understanding their 
continuing impact in everyday life as a conduit of popular culture, 
including digital mediations between personal artifacts, documents, and 
histories. On the other hand, some historians of the archive like Diana 
Taylor remind us that digital formats do not constitute archives per se 
because they do not abide by its longstanding institutional conventions. In 
other words, the digital formats tend to relinquish the place-bound, 
material elements of the archive that are typically contained in a system of 
storage, retrieval, and security or protection. These systems are further 
policed by representatives of the institution who are tasked with limiting 
access to the contents of archives. Indeed, each of these conventions is 
contested in debates over the now-pervasive digital domain.  

According to Taylor’s analysis, the digital is an anti-archive in the 
sense that it challenges the otherwise clearly distinguished and opposing 
fields of the archive and what she has termed the “repertoire.”14 Taylor 
reminds us that the digital domain encompasses a host of anxieties 
involving matters of presence, temporality, space, embodiment, sociality, 
and memory, not to mention ongoing debates surrounding issues of 
copyrights, narrative authority, and documentary history.  

 I want to engage these issues by moving towards a deeper 
analysis in which I argue that Derrida’s early work in “Freud and the 
Scene of Writing” is useful because it prefigures an image of the archive 

��������������������������������������������������������
14 See Taylor, The Archive and Repertoire. 



Chapter Ten 
 

�

238

as that which operates within a psychic economy that is ruled by forces of 
destruction and creation. Derrida in fact directly addresses the shuttling 
between consciousness and external media that most archivists presume is 
guaranteed by their practices. He charts a remarkable transition in the 
metaphorical content of Freud’s descriptions of the unconscious, moving, 
as Freud himself does, from neuro-biological explanations into mechanical 
and technical ones. Derrida thus analyzes the circulation of “writing” as a 
significant metaphor in Freud’s work.  

What I find to be so compelling in this analysis is that it extends rather 
significantly to Derrida’s later examination of Freud’s work in Archive 
Fever. In this work, Derrida delves into an alternative historical 
perspective concerning the participation of archives in the discourses 
surrounding notions of technological change. This conversation is 
pertinent to questions of everyday life given the pervasiveness of digital 
and electronic communications formats today, as mentioned above. 
Between these two works, in fact, Derrida inaugurates a speculative 
discourse that focuses on the “trace” in relation to the archive and its 
metamorphosis through technology. 

Derrida locates the emergence of the writing metaphor in Freud’s 
interminable struggle to scientifically determine the volatile nature of the 
psychical process. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud himself 
describes this volatility by evoking a neuro-biological metaphor that 
characterizes traumatic experiences as a breach of the psyche’s so-called 
protective layer—as if the psyche operated like a cellular structure. 15 
Freud then describes how a trauma resulting from the breach of the 
psyche’s protective layer, or membrane, is propelled by a complicated 
fabrication of defenses that are meant to defer the offending content. These 
defenses prove that traumatic memory is fundamentally unconscious. 
Moreover, because the struggle between life and death as dramatized here 
appears to have no natural predecessor, insofar as one implies the other, 
Derrida claims that Freud’s conception of memory quite simply 
illuminates “the meaning of a trace.” 16  That is, Freudian memory 
illuminates the meaning of unconscious processes that exist without a 
foundation. These processes are then what determine consciously lived, 
everyday practices.  

In spite of the dramatic language that is prevalent here, evoking trauma 
and repetition in relation to the death drive, I also want to point out that 
there is an aspect of everydayness within the circuit of inscription that 

��������������������������������������������������������
15 Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” The Penguin Freud Reader, 132-196.  
16 Derrida, “Freud and the Scene of Writing,” Writing and Difference, 199. 
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Derrida finds in Freud’s work. As Derrida writes in Of Grammatology, the 
inscription “erases itself in its own production,” and it cannot as such be 
immediately identifiable through a cognitive process of recollection.17 In 
other words, the Freudian subject is capable of receiving stimuli while at 
the same time internalizing a cache of permanent and traumatic 
experiential content, which is latent in the subject’s interactions.  

Freud himself proposed an apparatus that is analogous to this dual 
function in The Mystic Writing Pad. Derrida’s earlier essay recounts 
Freud’s descriptions of this apparatus as that which manifests written 
content through perforations of paper on a tablet of wax, which serves 
both to retain the permanence of the inscription and to make possible an 
unlimited receptivity. Speculating much later on Freud’s ambivalence 
concerning the ontological status of the mystic pad, in Archive Fever, 
Derrida emphasizes the significance of characterizing this machine as an 
internal prosthesis. In other words, this prosthetic device is a mechanism 
of individualization and simultaneous deindividualization. It thus harbours 
a mechanical operation that destabilizes the Kantian transcendentalizing 
discourse of the “I think.”18 If we then accept that such a writing machine 
governs perception as Freud claims it did, the mark of the inscription on 
the machine becomes a metaphor for the potential of experiencing its 
forgotten origin. This version of forgetting challenges the Kantian 
structures of intuited space and time by replacing a linear process with a 
circuitous one. However, if this were accepted to be the case, the technical 
content that comprises the writing metaphor must in turn find its place of 
articulation through an apperceptive self-consciousness. The result of this 
inversion of the transcendental subject is best summarized by Lacan in 
“The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious”: “I am thinking where I 
am not, therefore I am where I am not thinking.”19 Returning to the notion 
of everyday life, then, I claim that the Freudian inspired interpretation of 
the archive as outlined by Derrida, can in fact be taken as a method of 
psychic mediation, and that it need not become a screen for the projection 
of fully conscious desire.  

In other words, Derrida’s notion of the archive gives us a fuller picture 
of the subject and how it operates within everyday life. Unlike the model 
favoured by the archivists (and, in turn, by major proponents of cultural 
analysis, as mentioned earlier), Derrida’s archive is emphatically separated 
from regimes of empirical self-evidence.  
��������������������������������������������������������
17 Derrida, Of Grammatology, 7. 
18 Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, 19. 
19 Lacan, “The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious, or Reason Since Freud,” 
Ecrits: A Selection, 157. 
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Technicity, or the Digital Archive 

Freud’s analysis of dreams in connection with a psychically mediated 
archive is therefore highly pertinent to a conception of everyday life, 
despite the occasionally dramatic metadiscursive approach he takes to 
these matters. If we accept that a Freudian archive and its dreamscape 
constitutes a metamorphosis of the Kantian imagination, for instance, we 
must also accept that a Freudian archive-subject occupies synthesizing and 
unifying functions vis-à-vis the everyday that are immeasurably different. 
Narrowing my speculative frame even further by turning to the work of 
David Wills, I wish to examine the way in which Derrida’s text engages 
the writing metaphor in connection to narratives of progress through the 
development of information technology. In his Matchbook: Essays on 
Deconstruction, Wills positions the emerging tide of scholarship on 
information technology as a continuous thread within Derridean philosophy. 
He nevertheless focusses upon investigations of the putative challenges 
that such technologies pose to the literary arts and its privileging of writing 
as language. Wills describes these processes as exhibiting a kind of 
technicity that is marked by successive revolutions in the speed and 
simultaneity of information.  

However, I would first argue that Wills attempts to distinguish between 
the simultaneity that accompanies digitalization versus the inherent 
acceleration that is connected to the movement of thought itself. Wills 
echoes Catherine Malabou’s claim, for instance, that “to think is to 
schematize,” implying that schematization is intrinsic to or simultaneous 
with a thinking subject.20 On the other hand, Wills also claims that the 
emergence of simultaneity fundamentally threatens our practical 
immersion in conceptual frameworks of life, thought, politics, and sex, to 
name just a few. This analysis of simultaneity is further developed in a 
larger work.21 

Wills begins by comparing concepts of “reading” to that of 
“communication,” proposing that deconstruction is a theoretical project 
inviting us to interrogate conceptual frameworks through practices of 
interpretation. Through this comparison, Wills defines reading as an act of 
patience in the strongest sense of the word—an eternal waiting, to be sure, 
but one that is coupled by a figure of waiting that insists upon a rupture 
which is marked by certain violence—the violence of inscription.22  In 
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20  Malabou, Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing: Dialectic, Destruction, 
Deconstruction, 13. 
21 See David Wills, Dorsality: Thinking Back Through Technology and Politics.  
22 Wills, Matchbook: Essays in Deconstruction, 106. 
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other words, this “waiting” contains the transformative potential of 
“writing,” in which the latter manifests a short-circuiting or disjunction of 
text through its very operation. Continuing in this line of argument, Wills 
then claims that communications technologies appear to threaten this 
practice of reading, writing and interpretation by issuing a demand, by 
forwarding an incitement for its continued metamorphosis.  

I take from this claim the idea that such demands or incitements 
themselves have a history. For instance, they are reflected quite 
prominently in long-outmoded claims surrounding hypertext, particularly 
those in which hypertext is presented as a textual medium that allows us to 
realize the potential of something like Habermasian communicative action. 
Wills, for one, positions these idealizations alongside a management 
ideology whereby information is intended to perform a repression of 
language—much like in the conventional associations of cultural analysis 
as I described at length above. For Wills, however, the process of 
deconstruction must never be aligned with a conservative position despite 
any tendencies towards it, such as when the literary text is positioned as 
both sacrosanct and lost in relation to informational formats of textual 
mediation.  

Following a detour into the history of criticism beginning in the 
Renaissance, Wills considers the rupture of interpretation that occurred 
during this time, in which literary analysis was extended beyond that of 
faithfully reproducing a singularly true meaning within primary texts. 
Indeed, this extension of literary analysis led to an invagination of 
diacritical markers, including the citation, footnote and the quotation mark, 
as a predominant literary feature.23 On the basis of these broader changes, 
Wills seeks to re-introduce notions of difference or negation as connected 
to the practice of criticism itself, arguing that criticism “is” 
prostheticization.24 The motivation behind this strategic claim is partly to 
counter any association of deconstruction and its intellectual traditions 
with a naturalized or progressivist history. I argue that a history of 
progress of this kind is invariably marked by a progressive inhibition, 
which is amply demonstrated by current critical practices among archival 
historians, in which the inauthentic and therefore documented past 
“represents” the desires and actions of a given subject. But more to the 
point, if literature is indeed at its “end” with its displacement by new 
technologies on the horizon, Wills forewarns that deconstruction must be 
re-introduced as participating in its continued metamorphosis.  

��������������������������������������������������������
23 Ibid., 98. 
24 Ibid. 
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This analysis presumes not only that deconstruction crosses the divide 
of its natural medium, that of literature, but also that criticism itself is 
marked by a productive tendency within the archive, which is located 
inside a space of difference between forms of media. I argue that 
interpretation must bear the weight of these transformations while staying 
vigilant to the way it has been articulated and incorporated by subjective 
practices within everyday life. How, indeed, does this transformation 
occupy the emptiness of the future and of speculation?  

At this point I would like to conclude by returning to an oft-quoted 
topic in which Derrida questions whether mutations in technology are 
matched by the onset of changes within psychical life. In these 
discussions, which span a number of works, Derrida introduces the 
question of the future within the ambit of technical possibility, marking an 
expectation of that which arrives (he writes, paradoxically) “without [the] 
horizon of expectation.”25 Leaving aside issues surrounding the mediatization 
of the trace, including the presumption that such mediatization transforms 
the very notion of trace itself, we are left to wonder if this particular 
impulse towards futurity involves more than simply a transcendental 
mediation. For instance, does it in fact respond to Malabou’s 
characterization of messianism as that which acts upon a pure force 
without traction? Or is it merely an idealization, or worse, a symptom of 
an ideology?26 

On the one hand, the archive can be understood as transformative in 
the sense that all archives equivocate on the matter of origins. That is to 
say that archives never occupy a space in which things originate, but that 
they rather become that space in which things end up. 27  Archival 
documentation is therefore always incomplete, implying that any relation 
between the inside and outside of the archive involves a transformation, a 
mutability of its form.  

On the other hand, as Clayton Crockett writes of Malabou’s 
characterization of this mutability, there is a sense that “so long as one 
thinks time in relation to its end, [theoretical discourse] is thoroughly 
messianic and Christian.”28 This claim would appear to suggest that far 
beyond the confines of a single intellectual history, deconstruction is fully 
continuous with the Western tradition, and furthermore that it doesn’t seek 
to challenge it substantially. As such, deconstruction might become 
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25 Derrida, Archive Fever, 168. 
26 Malabou, Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing, 43. 
27 See Steedman, Dust: The Archive and Cultural History. 
28 Crockett, “Foreword,” Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing: Dialectic, Destruction, 
Deconstruction, xxiv.  
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susceptible to conservative forces that seek to protect its own discursive 
institution exclusively. As Samuel Weber suggests in his Institution and 
Interpretation, the challenge of deconstruction is ultimately to expose the 
particularity of its own institutional confinements, to recognize that it is 
conditioned by what Weber calls imposability, or “the conditions under 
which arguments, categories and values impose and maintain a certain 
authority, even where traditional authority itself is meant to be 
subverted.”29 

In the dialectic between authority and authorization, the conservative 
position is unavoidably suffused in the archives of deconstruction; it is in 
fact signified by the self-restraint of a constitutive violence within this 
very discursive community. Restraint signifies a prohibitive agency that, 
as Derrida writes, evinces “the violence of a power which posits and 
conserves the law,” a violence that equally contains the possibility of a 
radical forgetting or annihilation.30 By showing how Derridean philosophy 
too is an archive, and therefore an institution just like the one it describes 
and critiques, I argue that we should perhaps rethink our precise 
engagement with technicity, trace and metaphor in relation to everyday 
life. Ultimately, I think it’s important to be more aware of the way in 
which discursive communities occupy processes of subjectification that 
are coterminous with institutional restraints. Those conventions invariably 
seek to regulate and limit access in regard to the speculative frameworks 
of cultural thought, particularly its cycle of destruction, creation and 
desire. Rethinking the everyday along these lines allows us to regain a 
sense of interpretive agency that does not work by reinforcing the same 
linear frameworks that are perpetuated by archival practices and by 
archival historians. Derrida (and Freud) demonstrate the speculative 
linkages that exist in subjects who are constituted by their interactions 
with institutions, including the modes of desire and action to which 
subjects become associated.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

��������������������������������������������������������
29 Weber, Institution and Interpretation: Expanded Edition, 19. 
30 Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, The Work of Mourning & the 
New International, 7. 
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