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The manner in which deconstruction has re- I do not pretend to treat exhaustively the prob-
cently articulated itself as a philosophy of limit lem of philosophy at its limit, end, closure or in-
opens discussion as to the broader question of the terruption,^ but merely to shed light on the prob-
nature and extent of any philosophy today at the lem by tuming briefly to reflect further on this 
limit of reason. Tuming to this broader context notion of limit, showing how the positions of R i -
and repeating this celebrated Kantian theme al- coeur and deconstmction fit into that context, thus 
lows a contrast between deconstmction and other contrasting these two recent efforts toward ethics 
possibilities of philosophy today at the limit, or against ethics.'̂  In focusing on philosophy at the 
thereby revealing the sense in which deconstmc- limit, we can bring together and correlate two dis-
tion can be considered a philosophy of limit. It is tinct senses of limit, one emerging from Kant's 
my working hypothesis that the philosophy of transcendental idealism, the other from Peirce's 
Paul Ricoeur, precisely as a philosophy at the view of secondness within interaction. Here we 
limit,' offering itself in a relation to the tradition follow the lead of Dmcilla Comell's account.^ 
different from that of deconstmction, provides a The designation of deconstmction as a philoso-
rich and positive account of alterity, and at once phy of limit in the first sense is somewhat an ex-
takes account of the positive elements of decon- trapolation of the Kantian sense of limit.^ Dmcilla 
stmction.^ This wil l be shown by (1) reflecting on Cornell's recasting of this designation has the 
the very basis of the commitment of these two posi t ive effect o f exposing the "quas i -
fomis of philosophy to sense and meaning, (2) by transcendental conditions" establishing a system 
comparing these two differing developments of as a system, showing that this very establishment 
philosophy as attentive to its limit, and (3) by tak- implies a "beyond" which is excluded. The sys-
ing into consideration extensions beyond this tem and any determination of meaning allow clo-
limit initiated by Kant and brought to culmination sure and exclusion at the expense of openness, 
by Ricoeur. It is precisely the tension between Hence, deconstmction as a philosophy of limit at 
limit and extension, so fundamental to Ricoeur's the end of metaphysics challenges us to be open to 
philosophy, that allows his recent ethics, cast the excluded, thus affording us a "golden opportu-
against this backdrop, to take place within the po- nity" rather than a crises of teraiination.^ Cornell 
larity between ethical foundations and the moral renders deconstmction as a philosophy of limit 
principle of obligation. that is open to the beyond, to uniniagined possi-

And it is in the context of such an ethico-moral bilities, and hence as a call for a radical transfor-
philosophy that we must attempt to confront the mation of the present. This can perhaps be seen to 
challenge from deconstmction. If such a chal- be the other side of the closure.^ Deconstmction, 
lenge is to be accepted in its extreme formulation, then, questions traditional philosophy's ability to 
the question must be posed regarding the sense in get at the "beyond" in its discourse, i.e., in its say-
which any ethical philosophy can be considered ing of what cannot be Said, 
worthwhile, since it would seem that to decon- The second sense of deconstmction as a phi-
stmct ethics or to engage it in a deconstmctive or losophy of limit attempts to incorporate C. S. 
"clotural reading" involves a fundamental style of Peirce's notion of secondness in his own opposi-
thinkingatoddswithsuchaproject. Indeed, even tion to Hegehan idealism. As Cornell says, by 
the philosophy of Ricoeur is submitted to this secondness Peirce indicates "the materiality that 
sweep of deconstmction. persists beyond any attempt to conceptualize it." 

Let us turn now briefly to explore the notion of That which is given limits the projected interpre-
limit. tation—i.e., reality is not completely interpreta-
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tion, thus opposing idealism. This notion of limit 
is no longer the one placed by reason, but rather 
arises from the "other"—^i.e., perhaps from the 
Kantian unknowable x, but in a far more positive 
sense than that of Kant. For this Peircean notion 
of Secondness attempts to get at the other and 
thus overcome Kant's noumenal and phenome
nal distinction. It is the precise sense of limit en
tailed here as emerging from the "other" that re
stricts interpretation. It can be seen that, for Kant, 
the limit is placed by reason on the use of the cate
gories in experience for knowledge, while for 
Peirce, the limit derives from the "other" as given 
which limits our interpretation. There is, how
ever, another way of understanding deconstruc
tion as a philosophy of limit, entailing the rela
tion between limit and closure. By passing to the 
notion of closure we come to a favorite thematic 
focus of deconstruction, one used as a favored 
critique levied at metaphysics and also at the phi
losophy of Ricoeur. 

In making the transition from limit to closure, 
we must recognize that, according to some, the 
word "limit" carries the same force as closure for 
Derrida,^ thus bringing us again to the depiction 
of deconstruction as a philosophy of limit, but 
with a sharper focus on a certain aspect of decon
struction. Here we follow Simon Critchley, who 
coins the phrase "clotural reading" to depict the 
kind of activity of closure as distinguished from 
end, and to distinguish a trivializing of decon
struction with the phrase "deconstructive read
ing," which some deconstructionists adamantly 
eschew. Clotural reading entails producing a dis
location within a text, dividing it along the split 
axes of belonging and not belonging to the meta
physical or logocentric tradition. This clotural 
stmcture is "provoked" by a reading in which two 
clashing lines of thought open up within a text. 
The "clotural reading" has two moments that 
vary according to the text that is being read, in 
which first a general pattem can be delineated: a 
repetition of the text's internal exigencies 
through an act of "commentary"; and second, 
"within and through this repetition, an ellipsis, or 
moment of alterity, opens up within the text 
which allows it to deliver itself up to a wholly 
other reading. It is important to understand that 
this moment of alterity, as the ellipsis within the 
text, is grasped only through the textual repeti
tion, thus revealing the need for a double readin^^ 
The ellipsis is the space within repetition." ̂  

Thus, rather than the case that any reading is pos
sible for a "deconstmctive reading," as some op
ponents of deconstmction like to contend, the 
process is rigorous, involving a serious repetition 
that resuscitates the original impetus or exigency 
of the text and at once, by serious work, brings to 
the fore the ellipsis that leads to an entirely other 
reading, but one making the closure emerge into 
view. Such a reading puts one in the throes of the 
closure of the metaphysical tradition and epoch, 
caught in the midst of both and being part of each 
at once, and thus bringing about an intermption. 
Hence, this kind of reading is more serious than 
that usually attributed to deconstmction, and can 
be recognized as situating such reading "in rela
tion to the closure of the history of metaphys
ics."'' It is Critchley's contention that such read
ing is the context for the emergence of the ethics 
of deconstmction: for such a reading of a text pro
vokes the suspension of decision between the two 
altemative readings. 

This clotural reading can be seen as a philoso
phy at the limit in both senses above. First, the 
sense of limit in relation to the residue in creating 
a system is similarly found in the creation or 
reading of a text, so that the logocentrism ex
pressed by such a text is precisely what demands, 
from the first repetitive reading, that the ellipsis 
come to the fore, requiring a deconstmction of 
the text in terms of the alterity that is latent in it. 
Such a text, created or read, implies a "beyond to 
i f precisely of what it excludes, at the expense of 
openness, according to the standard script of de
constmction. Secondly, the alterity or the other is 
precisely what defies any interpretation or con
ceptualization, because it lies beyond any such 
attempt. Thus Critchley is correct is taking clo
sure as another expression for limit. 

In a cursory and summary fashion, we may 
say that recent writers on deconstmctive ethics, 
such as John Caputo, Dmcilla Cornell, and Si
mon Critchley all, attuned to the Derrida-Levinas 
dialogue, put obligation at the heart of decon
stmction, but Caputo, following Derrida's hesi-
tance, rejects ethics in favor of a poetics of obli
gation, while Critchley and Cornell, following 
Levinas, hang onto the term in their own rejection 
of virtually the same ethics that Caputo rejects. 
For my part, I would at least partially agree with 
these efforts, appropriating a positive contribu
tion of deconstmction after a critique. What is 
more, I believe that they have pointed to some-
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thing essential to any responsible attempt at an 
ethics today. However I want then to move on to a 
further extension of ethics following Ricoeur, 
who can be seen as likewise influenced by Levi
nas, but who develops in an entirely different way 
what can be called an ethico-moral view. We wil l 
see that the obligation or duty at the heart of the 
deconstructive enterprise is not something to be 
lost sight of, even i f it requires an extension be
yond any usual or typical sense of ethics. But it is 
not to be seen as self-sufficient, and it must be tied 
to something that needs to be brought into a more 
positive frame of philosophical mind. Before 
tuming to Ricoeur as offering an altemative to de
constmction, we must explore the very basis for 
deconstmction itself and for this altemative way 
of believing. In doing so, we wil l reflect in a Jame-
sian way.'^ 

Logocentrism, especially in its philosophical 
and scientific expressions, can be seen to contain 
a latent and subtle affirmation in common with 
deconstmction. It can be seen that all expression 
of meaning, even of systems, all discovery in 
knowledge and thinking, and all value, spring 
from a wi l l to believe or a certain faith that we can 
arrive at a logos, knowledge, and unconcealment, 
that make sense, and that values can be grasped 
and sought. At this point, deconstmction and its 
opponents are within the same commitment of be
lief and are on the same level of discourse, for 
both affirm this coming to logos. It is here on this 
common ground that deconstmctionists have 
come to what might be called a quasi conversion, 
a complete change in their way of looking at the 
whole enterprise of emerging meanings and val
ues, so that the post-Copemican revolution now 
becomes a post-critical conversion.'"^ At this 
point, following the faith in the sense of logos, 
there is a complete about-face or transformation 
in attitude, giving rise to a further interpretation of 
the logos according to which it is incapable of do
ing justice to the unfathomable abyss. This entails 
a closure of sense, an effect that looses its fluidity. 
It is at this point that deconstmction attempts to 
dismantle the status of the logos and knowledge 
within the initial wi l l to believe in the process of 
making sense. 

Deconstmction, then, entails more than cogni
tion in our wil l to believe in cognition. There is a 
further commitment to the belief in closure intrin
sic to such logos, to the priority of this closure 
over sense, and to the priority of the flux. Thus, 
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deconstmction brings excess baggage to the wi l l 
to believe in logos and cognition, constituting a 
priority of the nonlogocentric. The ultimate issue, 
then, is that the wil l to believe of deconstmction, 
while initially affirming the logos through which 
one must pass, reveals a commitment to the prior
ity of a concomitant closure, to its absolute status 
in relation to the abyss, and therefore to a nonlo-
gocentrism. Protesting that its opponents have not 
grasped their thinking, it is clear that the very 
protestations of deconstmctionists reveal an un
derlying prejudice, as absolute in its claim as it is 
illusive and unattainable: a belief in the unde
cidable, the unexpressible, the abyss. It is best to 
reply to this with an alternate belief, one which 
makes sense out of sense, while at once seeing and 
admitting its limits, but with an openness beyond 
the initial limit. This limit, then, while initially a 
certain kind of closure entailed in the coming to 
light of logos, is likewise an openness to its own 
very source for constant and ongoing renewal in a 
process of interpretation. Its openness consists 
both in bringing to light, and, at once, openness 
toward renewal in its rich source, thus, in its own 
way, taking into account the closure of limit. 

In tuming now to the philosophy of Paul R i 
coeur as a viable and positive altemative to pres
ent day deconstruction, several preliminary 
points must be clarified: first,, how this philosophy 
fits into the option just discussed, and, second, 
how this philosophy at the limit relates to limit as 
we have interpreted it. Tuming to the first point, 
we may say that Ricoeur's entire philosophy is at
tuned in a special, unique way to the openness, 
fiillness, and richness of existence, where con
crete sense is expressed, something to which he 
often in the past has alluded to in terms of the sur
charge or fullness of sense and of existence. What 
is more, although his thought is anchored in such a 
richness and abyss, he never wavers in his faith in 
or option for making sense out of experience and 
existence, but a sense ever attuned to the creative 
process and to the ongoing re-creation that sub
tends all thinking, knowledge, action, and inter
pretation. Thus, in tuming to a more explicit de
velopment of Ricoeur's position in terms of these 
foci and questions, we wil l be able to shed more 
light on our issues as we go along and reveal a 
contemporary philosophical thought sophisti
cated enough to encompass the problems issuing 
from deconstmctive thinking without buying into 
the belief in the priority of the closure intrinsic to 
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logos. It is my contention, as a working hypothe
sis, that this thought is far more appropriate to the 
issues focused upon, making sense where decon
struction deconstructs. One has the feeling 
throughout that Ricoeur is addressing something 
that resonates with our own experience and with 
our reflections on that experience, and thus pro
vides a fitting altemative, not oblivious to closure 
or to the need for constant openness and reinter
pretation. I have to affirm, however, that his 
thinking, although accounting for the positive 
element of deconstmction, differs from decon
struction on vital points, such as its anti-
logocentrism.'^ I shall now tum to reflect further 
with Ricoeur on these issues, beginning with a 
focus on the second point mentioned above, that 
of limit. 

It seems to me that both senses of limit obtain 
in his philosophy. As wil l become clear through
out the discussion on his philosophy, Ricoeur 
clearly appropriates the Kantian limit placed by 
reason on the use of the categories in experience 
for knowledge. Ricoeur remains, however, strict 
with regard to the Kantian sense of limit against 
any tendency to Hegelian totalization, yet he ap
propriates the Hegelian sense of freedom as actu
alization against Kant's too formal sense of this 
notion. Next, in the second sense of limit, he sees 
double meaning expressions as modes of access 
for which Kant did not allow explicitly. Ricoeur 
allows this use of indirect language, i.e., sym
bols, metaphors, and narrative, as ways of ex
pressing the boundary, and as an indirect way of 
access to the so called noumenal. Such an ap
proach does not at all claim to constitute knowl
edge, but it does afford a way to think, not within 
or without, but at the boundary.Thus, from the 
vantage point of the limit as boundary one can ad
vert to both sides, while the limit confines one to 
what is within the limit. For Kant the limit, in the 
sense of boundary, can be transgressed, but not as 
knowledge. It this context, we can remember that 
it is precisely here that both Cassirer and Heideg
ger, in spite of their essentially different readings 
of Kant, agree on the fact of a positive reading 
given to the transcendental dialectic of Kant, 
placing them both close to our project here. It is 
perhaps here with the combined notions of limit-
boundary that even Kant himself allows a bit of 
an opening to the limit's closure. However, there 
is still an ambiguity here as to whether and to 
what extent this is really a limit stemming from 

the other in Peirce's sense seen above. Indirect 
expressions, especially symbols, are Ricoeur's 
way of extending beyond the Kantian limit. Fur
thermore, his proposed changes to Kant's view of 
reflective judgments, productive imagination, 
and the schematism, now seen in a full philoso
phy of action which requires a hermeneutic, wil l 
be the path to fulfilling our second sense of limit, 
for Ricoeur, clearly, in his later writings, comes 
to grips precisely with the other as other. 

When referring to Ricoeur's thought as a phi
losophy at the limit, however, it would be a dis
tortion not to acknowledge his correlate or exten
sion (Erweiterung) beyond the l imit and 
Ricoeur's basic extensions of Kant's own later 
extensions, to which deconstmction does not ad
vert. Thus, for Ricoeur, in contrast to deconstmc
tion, limit and extension are correlated. There are 
two contexts relevant for our discussion where 
Ricoeur extends upon Kant's own extensions:'^ 
first, by regarding freedom in its connection to 
the law in practical philosophy in relation to theo
retical philosophy, which receives a practical ex
tension beyond its limitation within the antinomy 
of pure reason; and, second, in drawing upon the 
Critique of Judgment, by means of the reflective 
judgment, which "performs, precisely, an exten
sion of judgment."'^ Now we turn to Ricoeur's 
pursuit of the movement of these extensions be
yond Kant. 

First, Ricoeur admits reproaching Kant for 
having constmcted his second Critique on the 
model of the first one, by applying to the practical 
field "the distinction between the transcendental 
and the empirical, without taking into account the 
stmctures proper to human action."^^ Ricoeur is 
here referring to his critique of Kant in terms of 
the latent receptivity found in the stmcture of hu
man action with which he has ardently disagreed 
since the Freedom and Nature: the Voluntary and 
the Involuntary and Fallible Man, and which he 
develops so well in Oneself as Another.^' R i 
coeur's critique of Kant and his own contempo
rary vision reveal a harmony between man and 
nature, overcoming the modem antinomy be
tween freedom and nature by means of an en
riched nature in man and man in nature. His ad
justment in the Kantian doctrine of the antinomy 
between nature and freedom can be summarized 
this way: first, sensibility must be capable of a re
lation to willing as a motive for decision that in
clines without compelling; second, a rational 
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principle must be capable of touching me in a way 
analogous to that of sensible goods. As is well 
known, for Kant, respect is a sui generis feeling of 
subordination of the wil l to a law without any 
other intermediary influence on sensibility, so 
that, in respecting its own rationality, the wil l re
ceives nothing, but spontaneously produces the 
feeling of respect in itself, thereby restoring sov
ereignty to reason.^^ Ricoeur, however, observes: 
"Respect, as a practical feeling, posits a limit to 
my ability to act." Thus he is still close to the Kan
tian context of respecting humanity as an objec
tive end, as an end which I should never act 
against.^^ In expanding the function and role of re
spect to parallel that of the transcendental imagi
nation in the cognitive synthesis, though, Ricoeur 
also changes the role of duty from the strictly 
Kantian role. Rather, for him, the relation be
tween motive and project is far more inclusive i f 
liberated from such a Kantian ethical a priori. In a 
way that entails the possibility of man as bodily 
comportment, Ricoeur considers desire to be a 
motive or a value and not only a cause.^'' Such 
spontaneities can incline without compelling the 
wil l and thus serve as a basis for decision without 
mitigating active freedom as human and recep
tive. Given this experiential focus, he dispenses 
with the need to postulate freedom as a cause in 
the strictly Kantian sense. Indeed, for him the 
whole of the voluntary in all three of its moments 
must be receptive to the involuntary as already hu
man and therefore as liberated from a causal lan
guage that is reductive as regards motives, our 
powers of action, and life itself Lived nature, 
which includes the weddedness of man to nature 
both within and outside himself, the lived body, 
and lived existence all reveal a freedom in being-
in-the-world that does not separate man from the 
lived world and lived nature but, rather, bespeaks 
a unity of existing man with the world and within 
himself 

Second, because of this, Ricoeur considers the 
formalism of duty to be introduced too early, as a 
"consequence of the dualism between the princi
ple of obligation and the fact of desire." The 
third point to which Ricoeur tums now, following 
from the two already spelled out, is that his claim 
for the primacy of the teleology of living well is 
due to his assignment of a positive place to desire 
in the stmcture of human action. It is important to 
see that he does not interpret this desire as a rep
lica of sensible receptivity in the theoretical order. 
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Fourth, Ricoeur suggests that his analysis of se
mantic innovation in metaphorical and narrative 
contexts enlarge the field of the third Critique, but 
kt the cost of a "refusal to distinguish between re
flective judgment and determinant judgment, a re
fusal expressed in the recognition of the function 
of redescription or, better yet, of refiguration, per
formed by all the innovating and, in this sense, po
etic forms of discourse. One can legitimately see 
in this function of refiguration an extension of the 
Kantian theory of productive imagination beyond 
the region assigned to it by the theory of reflective 
judgment."^^ 

Ricoeur's philosophy of limit and extensions 
must now be put in confrontation with decon-
stmction's critique of the closure latent within his 
own philosophy, which would preclude his own 
development of ethics in Oneselfas Another. This 
confrontation wil l include this critique of R i 
coeur, a response to that critique, and Ricoeur's 
own critique of deconstmction, which in turn 
makes possible his own philosophy of narrative 
and his later development of an ethico-moral po
sition. 

Deconstmction (here, especially through the 
work of David Wood) challenges Ricoeur's at
tempts to address time and narrative, proposing 
that there might be other ways in which language 
resolves the aporias of time i f the closure of lan
guage and of time is interpreted differently or is 
deconstmcted.^^ It is clear that deconstmction has 
opted for a view of metaphor, and, indeed, of lan
guage as such, that calls for an intermption rather 
then a synthesis, within a view of language as a 
system of signs. Wood asks: "Is not Ricoeur put
ting a brave face on time's reassertion of its power 
to dismpt all attempts at conceptual domestica
tion?"^^ Wood wants to interpret Ricoeur's at
tempt as one in which the "presumption of synthe
sizing thou|ht is confronted by a power that 
exceeds it,"^ and thus mns up against the limits of 
the power of narrative to tame time. As he says: 
"might it not be that narrative is committed to the 
possibility of a certain closure of meaning, which 
wil l inexorably be breached."^^ Wood further pro
poses that phenomenological and cosmic time are 
two discrete and autonomous dimensions of the 
real, and not two partial models of the real. By ex
tension, the same critique, in a more general way, 
could be made of Ricoeur especially in the con
text of his ethico-moral position in that he can be 
taken as operating within the closure of language, 



tradition, institutions, etc., following the clotural 
reading discussed above. He is therefore in need 
of being deconstructed in terms of the ellipsis to 
be found necessarily, according to the belief of 
the deconstructionist, in his texts, by means of the 
double reading. 

What Wood and deconstruction focus upon 
here are the two pivotal points relevant to the dif
ference between Ricoeur's as a philosophy of 
limit and that of deconstruction: the treatment of 
time and that of sign. And it is to these that one 
must turn in order to fathom the differences in 
these philosophies at the limit. For, on the one 
hand, deconstruction is committed to the dis
creteness of time, arising out of its interpretation 
of the living present, and to a diacritical view of 
signs in language, while Ricoeur, in contrast, and 
assuming a different wil l to believe, accepts a 
phenomenological priority of time and a seman
tic priority in language that requires a place for 
the word and not just for signs in diacritical rela
tions. We must pursue further these two points; 
first, the lived present and then sign.^' 

Derrida (and Wood seems to follow this inter
pretation) puts the nonperception and nonpres-
ence of retention on the same side as that of re
production, thus placing an alterity within the 
living present. "The living present springs forth 
out of its nonidentity with itself and from the pos
sibility of a retentional trace. It is always already 
a trace."^^ Thus deconstruction has wedged a 
separation into the center of the living present, 
making two alien and discrete parts out of the du
ration of the "thick now," thus making it possible 
for Wood to critique Ricoeur's so called "taming 
of time." This view of the broken living present, 
resulting in a discreteness of time, underlies a 
view of sign that reinforces this critique of R i 
coeur's so called closure. 

For deconstruction, the meaning of the sign 
emerges from its difference from other signs. The 
signified can itself become a signifier, thus show
ing the collapse of the radical distinction made by 
de Saussure between signifier... signified. The 
meaning of a sign, rather than being immediately 
present as Husserl and de Saussure thought, is 
constituted by a "tissue of differences," a network 
of referrals, and every so-called simple term is 
marked by the trace of another term. Hence a sign 
already differs from itself before any act of ex
pression. Thus no particular sign can be consid
ered to refer to any particular signified, a sign 

cannot have a unique meaning (it is undecidable), 
and the system of signifiers cannot be escaped. 
That we cannot escape the system of signifiers 
and that no particular sign can be considered to 
refer to any particular signified leads to the con
clusion that there is no presence to meaning in the 
usual sense within language; no presence to con
sciousness or to things. Rather, meaning tran
spires in the "play that is the web of language.""*^ 
Thus, deconstruction (for Derrida) can be seen to 
deny the accessibility of the present and of pres
ence. For everything transpires within language 
constituted by the network or system of signifi
ers. There is no escape from the system of signifi
ers. This entails a view of language from which 
meaning, in a different sense from that of any 
usual semantics, emerges. For deconstruction be
gins with the subordination of semantics in the 
traditional sense to syntax and the development 
of a view of syntax quite different from its usual 
sense. From such a syntax, as the root of the for
mal dimension of language, the semantic dimen
sion emerges. Therefore Derrida subscribes to a 
new and far more radical sense of syntax than that 
of syntax as form in contrast to content. Rather, 
for him, syntax is the condition making meaning
ful language possible and, at once, is itself pro
ductive of the semantic dimension of language. 
This has been referred to as a "syntax of syntax" 
from which the "formal syntactic properties can 
be syntactically composed and decomposed."^"^ 
This reduction to syntax liberates the signifier 
from the "oppressive regime""̂ ^̂  of presence as 
immediacy and at once ties it to the time flux over 
against structure or meaning. For i f syntax is 
prior to semantics and there is a "syntax of syn-
tax,"^^ then the flux of syntax, the diachronic, is in 
no way tied to or subordinated to semantics or to 
meaning, or to the structure of the system of lan
guage. Rather, it generates a kind of meaning in 
the very positioning of such words as "green is 
or," thus moving away from structuralism in fa
vor of the flux underlying meaning and language. 
It has lost, however, the continuity and depth of 
lived time. At this point, in the context of a re
sponse to the critique of deconstruction, we must 
turn to Ricoeur's richer and more viable account 
of language and time, the possibility of whose ac
count rests on a completely opposed view of sign 
and the living present. 

In tuming to language, Ricoeur could be con
sidered to critique deconstmction's initial move 
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into language in the same way as he did that of 
structuralism. In brief, the project of linguistics 
that leads both to structuralism and deconstruc
tion is misdirected inasmuch as language as dis
course, the saying of something to someone, is 
lost. Further, it often overlooks the fact that semi
otics as sign theory cannot move to the level of the 
sentence as the basic unit of meaning. As Ricoeur 
says: "The sentence is not a larger or more com
plex word, it is a new entity. It may be decom
posed into words but the words are something 
other than short sentences. A sentence is a whole 
irreducible to the sum or its parts. It is made up of 
words, but it is not a derivative function of its 
words. A sentence is made up of signs, but is not 
itself a sign."^^ Each stage—^word, sentence, and 
text—is a new stage requiring a new structure and 
description. 

Ricoeur's insistence on taking language as dis
course is based on a radical disagreement with 
Ferdinand de Saussure's fiindamental distinction 
between la langue and la parole, which does not 
leave room for language as discourse. Ricoeur's 
disagreement with this distinction between la 
langue and la parole, more radical than the cri
tique of de Saussure by Derrida regarding signi
fier and signified, emerges in his attempt to go be
yond the opposition between semiology and the 
phenomenology of language. Ricoeur considers 
the unity of language (le langage) to be funda
mental to both, unifying them in a hierarchy of 
levels: "To think language (le langage) should be 
to think the unity of that very reality which de 
Saussure has disjoined—^the unity of language (la 
langue) and speech (laparole)'' ^ Thus, in order 
to overcome the opposition by an interarticulation 
in language, Ricoeur bases his view on a unity of 
language that does justice to both the semiology 
which takes la langue as an object, as well as to a 
phenomenology of speech. His intent is to avoid 
that initial separation between language (la 
langue) and speech (la parole) as a false dichot
omy. The new unity must at the same time allow 
for the possibility of viewing language as an ob
ject of science and, at the same time, also allow for 
the event of communication. The unity he has 
mentioned surpasses the opposition between 
these aspects of language, thereby making possi
ble a way of interarticulating them. 

The new unity of language on the side of se
mantics gives the primordial role in language the
ory to semantics rather than semiology and syn-
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tax, especially in the restricted sense of 
deconstruction. There are several reasons for un
derstanding this unity to be on the side of dis
course, function, and semantics. First, all roads 
lead from semantics in the sense that all sciences 
of language presuppose, at least implicitly, the se
mantic function. Further, by putting the unity on 
the side of semantics in the sentence, both sides of 
the antinomy or opposition can be articulated; 
and, finally, by putting the unity in the sentence, 
an articulation of the hierarchical levels of lan
guage is seen to make sense. This hierarchy of lev
els, in spite of a break within them, makes possi
ble the interarticualtion of various approaches. 
The break, constituted by the system of signs of 
semiology (including that of deconstruction), re
flects the different ways of considering the sign 
and the transition from semiology to semantics. ^ 

The same signs can be considered from two 
distinctively different points of view: one focus
ing on the relation of the sign to the system of 
signs, the other focusing on its function in the sen
tence. To oppose sign to sign is the semiological 
function, whereas to represent the real by signs is 
the semantic function. And the first function 
serves the second. The sign is "meaningless" in 
the semiology of structuralism and deconstruc
tion. On the other hand, the sign is word in seman
tics. "Words are the point of articulation of the 
semiological and the semantic in each event of 
speech." We will now turn to Ricoeur's view of 
time underlying signs and words.''' 

Ricoeur picks up on tv/o central points of 
Husserl's account of inner time-consciousness 
overlooked in deconstructive interpretations: 
first, Husserl's inner time-consciousness is a con
tinuum containing continuance, a fact that R i 
coeur quite correctly makes central, and, second, 
the fact that the overall problem that is addressed 
and that retention solves is that of duration as 
such. 

Ricoeur insists that the "now" for Husserl can
not be considered a point-like instant, which is 
precisely what deconstruction wants to do. R i 
coeur sees Derrida as stressing the "subversive as
pect of this solidarity between the living present 
and retention as regards the primacy of the 
Augenblick, hence the point-like present, identi
cal to itself."^^ While Ricoeur takes into account 
Husserl's "strong sense" given to the distinction 
between the present and the instant, he is firmly 
opposed to placing the nonperception of retention 
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on the same side of othemess as that of recollec
tion since retention is seen in phenomenological 
description to be essentially different from recol
lection. Retention is continuous with perception, 
while recollection in the "strong sense" of the 
word is a nonperception. A similar critique could 
be levied against Derrida's interpretation of re
tention as nonpresence. For Ricoeur's interpreta
tion agrees that the nonpresence of retention is 
not to be equated with the nonpresence of second 
memory or recollection. 

In picking up on the wrong side of the tension 
between the living present and the instant in 
Husserl's ambiguous treatment, Derrida has fo
cused on the flux of time as discrete and repre
sented or repeated. For Derrida, "signification is 
formed only within the hollow of difference: of 
discontinuity and of discreteness, of the diver
sion and the reserve of what does not appear."''̂  
Difference can thus be held to make signification 
possible because of the interval that separates the 
present from alterity. In this way nothing pre
cedes difference.'^'' What becomes clear is that if 
we begin with discreteness, the only alternatives 
are either pure identity or dire alterity. If one re
jects, as Derrida rightly does, the altemative of 
pure identity, then his deconstmctive stance is the 
logical conclusion. What has been lost in favor of 
this superimposed discrete time is the lived time 
as the sense of human concrete existence, which, 
as such, is continuous, has duration, and moves as 
a whole. Further, we must realize that the instant 
as such does not exist since it is an abstraction 
from the continuum or, at best, as Husserl uses 
the term, merely the occasion within the contin
uum for the beginning or starting point of some
thing in an experience. In addition, Ricoeur's ac
count of the temporal context for understanding 
language undercuts Derrida's pseudo alterna
tives of signs or presence, for the temporal span 
of the present is neither pure identity nor pure al
terity. The very present, as thickened by reten
tions and protentions, "intends" the future in light 
of the past. Since the very function of the present 
is to mean and the very nature of presence re
quires signs, language and signs are inseparably 
intertwined with time. 

Thus, it is clear that the critique by decon
stmction of Ricoeur's so called closure makes 
sense only i f one ignores or disagrees with R i 
coeur's view of the semantic priority in language 
and continuity in time.''^ Ricoeur does not allow 

for an ellipsis, which itself absolutely presup
poses a priority of the flux and a dethroning of se
mantics, but, rather, only for a sort of imbalance 
due to the fullness of meaning in experience and 
existence. His belief, however—^and admittedly 
it is only a belief as is that of deconstmction—^fa
vors making sense in making sense, values in 
evaluating, and responding to the face of the 
other responsibly and personally. 

Ricoeur's altemative to Derrida's semiologi
cal reductionism and to taking the flux of time as 
discrete on which it is founded provides a viable 
altemative that does not succumb to the facile ori
entation of Saussure's basic distinction, or to 
Derrida's collapse of signs to the relations of dif
ferences within the system. Rather, Ricoeur is 
able adequately to account for duration and con
tinuity in the living present as the basis for lan
guage as discourse and for trace. 

With the above limits of sign, time, and trace it 
is not surprising that with the loss of the semantic 
there is likewise a loss of ethics. In contrast, due 
to his expansions on the Kantian philosophy at 
the limit, and in the light of the view of semantic 
priority and the thick now, Ricoeur is able to in-
terarticulate the moral, as encompassing the ar
ticulation or actualization of the ethical aim in 
norms characterized at once by a "claim to uni
versality and by an effect of constraint"''^ with the 
"ethical" as encompassing the aim of an accom
plished life. This attempt to interarticulate an eth
ics of the good and a morality of right brings the 
Aristotelian and Kantian traditions together by 
means of his critique of Kant which allows a 
framework from the teleology of desire. Follow
ing from his critique of Kant's practical reason 
and freedom, and from the expansion of Kantian 
themes, Ricoeur is able to tum in a positive way 
to a priority of the teleological, putting into place 
the evaluative element of Aristotelian ethics to 
subtend the moral imperative of Kant and decon
stmction. 

In conclusion, we have responded both posi
tively and negatively to the underlying limit of 
deconstmction. As to the positive element of de
constmction, Ricoeur's recent dwelling on aher
ity of cosmic time, his addressing the alterity of 
Levinas in the tension which he sees between 
Husserlian inwardness and Levinas's exteriori
ty'*̂  reveal the alterity which the face to face actu
alizes beyond interiority. Thus, he has clearly ap
propriated a certain positive element of decon-
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struction, but without succumbing to its closure. 
And he has gotten beyond the negative dimension 
of the priority or deference given to closure intrin
sic to logos; and to any reduction to a naive view 
of time and sign in relation to language. The fun
damental point at issue here is whether the decon
structive turn in moving against such elements 
provides a view of time and of the sign in lan
guage able to sustain anything about saying some
thing to someone. Further, it seems that obligation 
and responsibility, even as taking place in the col
lapse of reason, and without why, must be consti
tuted in lived experience, just as any meaningful 
communication involving language must have 
continuity to sustain a viable view of language to 

which the notion of the trace is so important, and 
must presuppose a semantic dimension able to 
carry, even indirectly, the message of the dis
course. It is precisely the priority of the semantic 
and the continuity of time that allow a meaningful 
sense of philosophy of limit. What is needed is not 
merely a delimiting of sense as closure but a 
reaching through sense, taking account of the ten
sion between the fullness of sense and its various 
levels of articulation, which does not succumb to 
the closure in a reduction to the virtual and empty 
sign. In contrast to deconstruction, Ricoeur's pri
orities, as seen, do allow for saying something to 
someone and for a viable ethical framework for 
reflection today. 
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5. Drucilla Cornell, The Philosophy of Limit (New York and 

London: Routledge, 1992), p. 1. Comell's interest in re

naming deconstmction a philosophy of limit is not the 

same as ours, for she is primarily interested in deconstmc

tion, thus renamed, in its relation to law: "Indeed, the sig

nificance of understanding justice as the limit to any system 

of positive law is the first reason I am renaming deconstmc

tion as the philosophy of the l i m i f (ibid., p. 2). 

PHILOSOPHY TODAY 
I S O 
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