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Joshua Synenko

Topos of Faith: Derrida’s Counter-institutions

A review of 

Wortham, Simon Morgan. 2007. Counter-Institutions, Jacques Derrida and the Ques-
tion of the University. Fordham: Fordham University Press. 

Moving laterally from the autonomist, unionist and anarchist approaches within 
critical university studies, Simon Morgan Wortham’s Counter-Institutions: Jacques 
Derrida and the Question of the University incorporates a history of deconstruction 
within ongoing research grounded in university activism. Drawing from the para-
sitic interruptions of Jacques Derrida’s work on academic and intellectual debates 
over the last forty years, Wortham reconsiders and at times reconfigures the socio-
political obligations and pedagogic responsibilities that Derrida invested in higher 
learning over the duration of his career. His book is devoted largely to querying the 
ways in which Derrida’s insistence upon ethics through figures of “responsibility” 
has affected the challenges posed by today’s massive restructuring of the university 
system. And he asks whether deconstruction after Derrida offers any resolution in 
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these matters, drawing in part from Derrida’s own famously ambivalent relationship 
to institutionalization. 

Noting the historically complex transatlantic exchange of ideas within English-
speaking academies, particularly between the British university system and its 
American counterpart, Wortham’s foremost claim is that because of its aspiration 
to become “an institutional practice for which the concept of institution remains 
a problem,” Derridean thought has bridged an important divide and therefore 
occupies a unique space from which not simply to reflect upon institutional rela-
tionships, but also to act upon them (12). By positioning, measuring and assess-
ing this rich discursive tradition in relation to geopolitical forces and bureaucratic 
operations at work inside the university, Wortham explores how deconstruction 
challenges its own authority through a more general critique of the university. It 
is through the specifics of this challenge that deconstruction becomes a counter-
institution, as it were, a practice that is “with” and simultaneously “against” the 
structures on which its activity is projected. 

In his first chapter, Wortham acknowledges an ongoing suspicion among groups 
who feel that in recent years Derrida’s work has been rendered apolitical. How can 
this intellectual movement be characterized as “political,” the argument goes, if it 
chooses to actively participate in the university’s hierarchies through a process of 
disciplinary assimilation? Can we reconcile the elitism of the so-called Yale School, 
for instance, to a radical program of opposition? Moreover, if the non-institutional 
no longer exists, as Derrida repeatedly claimed, what might be said to constitute 
the function of his discursive practice in terms of the role it plays in “countering” 
the paradigm of academic managerialism? These are just some of the questions that 
Wortham aims to address.

In a series of rebuttals, Wortham insists that Derrida’s historical and philosophical 
approach should be considered anarchic, but only “in principle” (10). The tradition 
of rhetorical analysis that has come to be associated with Derridean thought is 
presented here as being rooted in a process of undoing the permutations of dis-
courses that support the university at a foundational level; it thereby challenges 
the reinforcement of self-legitimation everywhere. However, Derrida’s non-oppo-
sitional attitude in this regard need not compromise the desire for radical change. 
Managerialism should always be contested, but this time not as something that 
simply intrudes upon idealizations of the university.1 Here, instead, managerialism 
is understood as being embedded in the university’s structure as a genetic element 
of its articulation, a disunity. Wortham argues that we therefore must engage the 
institution through a delicate process in which these constitutive elements can be 
disassembled—not simply “to oppose or contradict,” Wortham writes, “but also, 
inseparably, to engage, meet, [and] make contact” (20). 

Like David Wills’s emphatic claim concerning deconstruction’s “constitutive dehis-
cence,” which is supposed to indicate a profound separation of “counter-institutional” 
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practices from the threatening emergence of internally conservative positions 
(2005: 13), Wortham’s hope is to interrogate deconstruction’s ambivalent institu-
tionalization both inside and outside the university. Invariably, Wortham includes 
in this interrogation Derrida’s longstanding efforts at troubling the conventions of 
modern academic writing, from the completion-time expectations that are attached 
to the formal constraints of a “thesis,” all the way to Derrida’s efforts in later years 
to build counter-institutional responses to austere educational policies in France. 
Incidentally, this latter engagement includes Derrida’s participation in developing 
anarchic principles for the Group de Recherches sur L’Enseignment Philosophique 
(Greph), and the Collège international de philosophie (Ciph).2

Beyond recounting these historical details, Wortham’s greater wish is to modestly 
elaborate on the role that Derrida’s followers played in a decades-long reaction to 
Bill Readings’s canonical work The University in Ruins (1997). Drawing mainly 
from commentaries by renowned theorists including Peggy Kamuf (1997), J. Hillis 
Miller (1999), and Samuel Weber (2002), Wortham pushes us to rethink Readings’s 
palliative reconstruction of the university as a “self-grounded” institution situated 
by (the loss of ) a European-borne imaginary of national culture (124).3 As Read-
ings wrote, “the idea of national culture no longer functions as an external referent 
toward which all of the efforts of research and teaching are directed” (1997: 13). 
But if the defining feature of contemporary universities is that of having “lost” its 
ideological metanarrative, the only viable alternative in terms of acting collectively 
against managerialism will be that of adopting a pragmatic attitude in our univer-
sity affairs. In applying such pragmatism, Readings argues, the dual commitments 
to teaching and research will finally “be without alibis, without ‘elsewhere,’ a truth 
whose name might be invoked to save us from responsibility for our actions” (168). 
The deconstructionist approach goes further by delimiting the very notion of self-
grounding in the first instance (“a truth whose name might be invoked”) in order 
to reposition Readings’s pragmatics as obligation, thus restaging a sense of the inex-
changeability between pedagogic and discursive relations. 

Likewise, Dominick LaCapra has suggested that by doubting the very notion of 
loss that predominates in Readings’s work—though a welcome loss, he insists—we 
are invited nevertheless to reconsider “the idea of ruins which is its correlate [and 
therefore raise] questions about the rather empty utopia that is proposed as its alter-
native” (2000: 46n). For Wortham, the topos of this questioning harkens back to an 
oft-repeated metaphorical slippage between “gift” and “debt,” the acknowledgment 
of which arises from Derrida’s rereading of the work of Marcel Mauss.4 Wortham 
writes that “the gift opens the possibility of all exchange, exchange in general, yet 
it remains in excess of all economies, and is unaccountable as such” (22). 

In other words, Wortham is here seeking to project an image of teaching and 
research onto a “gorge” of unaccountability, a topolitical figure of impossible if 
not imposable debt as the groundless starting-point for an equally impossible 



T
O

P
IA

 28

10

Topia 28_Reviews Sep 07 2012   14:32:56  Page 10

demand—for responsibility (69).5 Answering this demand or this call therefore 
plausibly moves us beyond simplified notions of pragmatism. That is, responsibil-
ity as Derrida understood it here serves to challenge the so-named “cultural” cat-
egories that drive much of today’s academic work, defined explicitly in terms of a 
thoroughgoing pragmatism. Following Miller, Wortham holds that cultural studies 
(presumably, a generalized transatlantic version of it), is “based on an unquestioning 
reversion to more orthodox humanistic themes and modes of enquiry that [are] 
out of step with the ‘posthistorical’ moment” (46). That is, “cultural studies,” in a 
fit of regressive Cartesianism, is for deconstruction the signifying agency behind a 
transdisciplinary reaffirmation of the modern subject. It is this very reaffirmation 
that must be displaced by alterity and its demand for ethics. 

Following focused discussions about the contribution of Derridean thought to 
matters of teaching and research, Wortham opens a line of questioning about the 
ways in which Derrida’s presumed anti-humanism serves to counter the university’s 
unabashedly market-oriented criteria of evaluation. What can the linguistic turn 
really offer us under the present circumstances? What are its limitations? Moreover, 
can we even call deconstruction “anti-humanist” given Derrida’s insistence upon 
ethics in his later writings? 

In response to these questions, Wortham’s penultimate chapter is devoted to com-
paring the deconstructionist position on these matters through a conversation with 
Christopher Fynsk. In The Claim of Language: A Case for the Humanities (2004), 
Fysnk argues that Derrida’s ethical writings fail to account for a robust articulation 
of “the human essence,” leading Derrida to substitute a series of metatheoreti-
cal arguments for an otherwise humanistic position (2004: 35). However, despite 
these equivocations, both Fynsk and Wortham agree that a rhetorical analysis bear-
ing “counter-institutional” implications can still be productively positioned here 
against the university’s “end-oriented” initiatives. Yet for Wortham, the distinction 
between these initiatives and “fundamental” scholarly practice needn’t be burdened 
by returning to humanist, and more specifically rationalist suppositions. 

Beyond occupying the place of a human subject—or even that of “the human 
essence” as Fynsk would have it—Wortham, towards the end of his book appears 
to task deconstruction with unequivocally sidelining the desirability of “reason,” 
in the Kantian sense, favouring a new assertion of the university’s reason to be.6 
Beyond these hangovers from 18th-century Enlightenment ideals of humanistic 
enquiry, Wortham experiments with a metaphorical game in which the rational 
faculty is disarticulated by competing descriptions of a sensorium that evinces stun-
ning diversity. 

Wortham references an oft-cited moment in which Derrida describes the com-
mon bee as a complement to Enlightenment philosophy, arguing that bees are 
hard-eyed animals that represent a screening of desire for the idyllic setting of 
dreamless knowing—a pure enlightenment (Derrida 2004: 129–47). Analyzing 
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the so-called “audit” culture of the transnationally corporate university, Wortham 
attempts to stage an etymological conversion whereby evidentiary frames of refer-
ence are returned to an originary scene of hearing. The word “audit” incorporates a 
host of meanings that are derived from hearing as such. The evidentiary mode of 
the university is thereby shifted by competing modes of hearing as testimony—com-
peting in the sense that testimony does not eradicate the desire for an institution 
based upon evidence per se. Now, Wortham’s point in all this is simply that there is 
“no pure concept of the university” (91). There is no ideal formation in which the 
university can be constructed upon a unified ground and secured by reason alone. 
Using a familiar phrase, we might suggest that the university is in ruins from the 
moment of its first articulation, precisely because reason does not exist in a pure 
form. But what can Derridean thought achieve when the idea of the ruin is itself 
under erasure? 

Notably absent in this regard is a discussion by Wortham of the onset of mediatiza-
tion, of the impact of new technologies upon institutional life, including its topoliti-
cal articulations. Perhaps this absence is a consequence of its date of publication: 
2007. Perhaps Derrida, unlike Wortham, was ahead of his time given repeated 
attempts on his part to voice concern about the implications of these technologies 
for the production of knowledge, not to the mention the potential threat of these 
technologies to the sensorium.7

Be that as it may, Wortham’s book is still valuable because it reminds readers that 
deconstruction is a contender in the midst of autonomist, unionist and anarchist 
approaches to the managerial university. Prominent followers of Derrida’s work 
have written a notable collection of books devoted to this topic, and continue 
to be at odds over such approaches. By contesting the oppositional ground of a 
given ideological commitment or allegiance, deconstruction prohibits one from 
subscribing to any given political program. Certainly deconstruction is ideological, 
and it is unapologetically committed to the institutional locations and situations 
in which it finds itself. Yet it also indicates or is encompassed by a unique aware-
ness of those institutions. It certainly does not use them as a means to relinquish 
its counter-institutional agendas. By working from within, deconstruction pulls 
apart the hidden processes that an ideological position will attempt to reinforce. 
Bearing in mind the ethical relation described above, we can see how for Derrida 
the task of deconstruction involves supplementing the mechanics of an ideological 
position with “a pledge, a commitment, a promise, an act of faith, a declaration of 
faith, a profession of faith” (Derrida 2004: 208). Yet this very act of fidelity is always 
coupled with suspicion. 
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Notes
1. One example of this tendency can be found in the Edu-factory Collective’s Towards a 
Global Autonomous University (2009), in which managerialism is deemed to be an intru-
sion upon the ideal construction of an autonomous university. As such, “the movement 
is already an institution itself, absorbing even the functions of political mediation within 
autonomous organization and definitively removing them from representative structures” 
(14).
2. A more complete explanation of these institutional commitments can be found in 
Jacques Derrida, Who’s Afraid of Philosophy: The Right to Philosophy 1 (2002), and Eyes of the 
University: The Right to Philosophy 2 (2004).
3. More recent contributions in this area include Gayatri Spivak’s Death of a Discipline 
(2005), and the work of Tilottama Rajan (2001; 2007).
4. This can be found in Derrida’s Given Time 1: Counterfeit Money (1994).
5. For a discussion of imposability, see Samuel Weber’s “The Limits of Professionalism” 
from Institution and Interpretation: Cultural Memory in the Present (2002).
6. Immanuel Kant’s construction of a university reflecting 18th-century Enlightenment 
and humanist ideals is considerable, due in part to ongoing controversies he had with 
authorities concerning the censorship of his work. See The Conflict of the Faculties (1992).
7. The topic of Derrida and technology is also considerable. One of the most complete 
explanations of his position on this topic is found in Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression 
(1998).
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The Need for Care and Attention in the Face 
of Psychopower

A review of 

Stiegler, Bernard. 2010. Taking Care of  Youth and the Generations, translated by Ste-
phen Barker. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Between Pamela Druckerman’s Bringing Up Bébé: One American Mother Discovers 
the Wisdom of French Parenting (2012) and Elisabeth Badinter’s The Conflict: How 
Modern Motherhood Undermines the Status of Women (2011), it seems like the par-
enting news from France these days tilts more toward laissez-faire child-rearing 
than the seemingly pervasive North American–style helicopter parenting. Focus-
ing on early childhood, Druckerman and Badinter prescribe less yielding to baby’s 
perceived needs and more behavioural conditioning from an early age, for the 
benefit of less stressed adults and a more progressive, less misogynistic society as a 
whole. Bernard Stiegler’s Taking Care of  Youth and the Generations precedes these 
interventions while also providing some counterarguments to them in a properly 


