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Chapter IV 
 

Political Correctness: Deconstruction and Literature 
 

by 
 

Jamie McDonald 
 

 Literature is, if not the most important cultural indicator, at least a significant 
benchmark of a society’s level of civilization. Our nature and environment combine to 
form each individual mind, which in turn expresses itself in words. Literature, as the 
words society collectively holds up as exemplary, is then a starting point of sorts – a 
window into the culture.  
 
 Today’s literary field is therefore worth examining for the insights it provides into 
our current cultural milieu.  The contemporary American literary field is awash in “isms:” 
Marxism, Freudianism, feminism, and so on. Most of these are the academic cousins of 
what is called in the common culture “Political Correctness.”  Literary theorists take their 
particular brand of criticism and apply it to literature in an effort to find self-affirmation 
in a “discovered” meaning of the text.  For a feminist critic, for example, no longer does 
Andrew Marvel’s “Upon Appleton House” have the beauty of the grounds as its theme; it 
speaks instead of the evils of a patriarchal line of inheritance. These “cultural critics,” so 
named because they critique literature based on the point of view of a particular culture, 
arose in the 1960s, but their schools of criticism only truly began to pick up steam with 
the arrival of the school of deconstruction in the 1970s.  
 
 The works of the father of deconstruction, Jacques Derrida, began to be translated 
from the French by American professor Gayatri Spivak in the mid-1970s, a time when 
the U.S. literary scene was ripe for its influence. The economic Marxists were alive and 
well on American campuses, and the cultural critics were still being fed by the radicalism 
of the times.  Feminists, “queer theorists” and “literature-by-people of color” critics had 
gained a foothold in the earlier decade, but they had in their meager arsenals only a vague 
feeling of repression. What they lacked was philosophical backing – the courage 
prompted by having their own logos.  The arrival of deconstruction from France provided 
that philosophy.  
 
 At that time, that generation of academics was doing what all academics do, 
telling the previous generation that it had it all wrong. In this case the rebellion was 
against the New Critics – so-called even now, decades after their prime. The New Critics 
specialized in finding the meaning of texts without regard to background information 
such as authorial intent, a process that had “the text is everything” as its guiding 
principle.  
 
 The new generation of critics set out to turn that principle on its head.  Instead of 
“the text is everything,” the new generation claimed that “everything is text” and turned 
to analyzing anything and everything in relation to the literary work. If a poet wrote a 
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poem that included a female character, the critics would look into the poet’s relationship 
with his mother, his wife, his sister and so on in an effort to offer up an interpretation of 
the work. This could have (and often did have) the positive effect of using biographic 
information to gain new understanding of the work; however, these new interpretations 
were not attempts to discern the true meaning of the work (as the New Critics had done) 
or even to discover the author’s intended meaning (as traditional readings attempted). 
This new generation of critics instead became prime practitioners of what is known in 
literary circles as “cultural criticism.”  They strained to view literature from the 
“woman’s point of view” or the “gay point of view” or the “radical minority point of 
view.” Their attempts were not to find meaning – they were influenced too greatly by 
relativists for that – but to find sexism, racism or “homophobia” in the works of male, 
European or heterosexual authors.     
 
 Derridean deconstruction became a tool for these cultural critics. Simply stated, 
deconstruction is a school of thought that posits that words have no meaning. Instead, 
words have “traces” of meaning. The meaning of a word is continually disappearing, 
leaving us with only the memory, or trace, of what that meaning once was. (Similar to 
Heidegger’s term being, Derrida often uses the crossed-out word trace in an effort to 
indicate a meaning that is simultaneously present and disappearing.) 
 
 A metaphor may be helpful to understand the underlying philosophy of 
deconstructionism.  If I say the word “pen,” then you think of the object there in the desk 
drawer.  But if I throw the pen at someone, then the word “pen” begins to lose the benign 
meaning of a writing apparatus with ink; to use deconstructionist terms, the original 
understanding of the word “pen” undergoes erasure to leave only a trace. Instead the 
word “pen” becomes associated with a weapon, a projectile, a means of expressing 
(perhaps) anger. If the pen strikes someone, then the word “pen” to that person means 
something painful, a personal injury, impetus for striking back and so on. These 
meanings constantly grow and change because the human mind is always interpreting and 
reinterpreting.  Because of this, deconstruction argues, it never fully settles on the stable 
meaning for the word “pen.” Based on this linguistic argument, deconstructionists 
conclude that since any meanings in words are so quickly diffused, we can never really 
communicate at all. Words no longer have meaning.1    
 
 The postmodern catch word “differance,” along with terms like “erasure” and 
“trace,” entered American scholarship through Derrrida’s writings. By combining the 
concepts of (and the French words for) “deferment” and “difference,” Derrida came up 
with this name for the endless deferment of meaning that takes place.  Derrida claims that 
differance is the reason that words cannot have meanings; the mind continually 
understands things in different ways so that the original meaning loses its importance as 
the proper meaning -  it becomes a mere trace.  
 
 Ultimately this is insufficient for today’s cultural critics – they need words to 
mean things so that they can point to artistic works and bemoan how they illustrate or 
exemplify the repression of minority cultures. But other than its general philosophy, 
                                                 
1 I am indebted to Dr. Orrin Wang of the University of Maryland for this illustration.  
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deconstruction offered something more important. It offered the techniques to “show” 
how all language deconstructs itself.  
 
 The deconstructionists specialized in “deconstructing” literary works – although 
they steadfastly insist that the works deconstruct themselves and the critic only illustrates 
how this happens. These techniques of deconstruction usually involve isolating the 
surface meaning of the literary work – the “traditionalist” meaning – and attempting to 
show how the work itself violates that traditional meaning.  For example, they will take a 
love poem and pick apart the language until they find something that they can interpret as 
unloving. Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s sonnet “How Do I Love Thee? Let Me Count 
The Ways,” ends with the words “I shall but love thee better in death.” The clever 
deconstructionists might combine these with Browning’s earlier words, “when feeling out 
of bounds for the edge of beauty and ideal grace,” to conclude that Mrs. Browning is 
actually reaching for her husband’s death. “Why is she looking for the edge of beauty?” 
the deconstructionist asks. “She clearly does not want to remain in or before beauty; 
instead, she is seeking some way around it.”  The deconstructionist attributes this 
apparent disparity to the problem with language, “differance,” and quickly concludes that 
the poem – like all other language – has no meaning.  
 
 Once they realized the power of this school of thought, the cultural critics 
embraced it readily, for here they discovered a method of attack on the traditional 
interpretations of literary works. They used deconstruction to remove traditional meaning 
and replaced it with new meaning. That meaning was the Political Correctness that infests 
our society today.  For example, after the traditional meaning of “How Do I Love Thee?” 
has been destabilized in the process described above, a feminist critic might come along 
and - in the absence of a stable traditional interpretation – declare that the poem is 
“really” concerned with how women in nineteenth-century England were conditioned to 
see themselves as secondary to men.  
 
 Since “everything is text” in the postmodern mantra, the cultural critics did not 
hesitate to apply their methods to music, movies, television and anything they 
encountered. They found that they could remove the meaning from all cultural 
phenomena and substitute the values of whichever group they preferred. For example, 
homosexual analysts could remove the truth from the Bible and instead interpret it as full 
of homophobic hate – God’s truth was torn down, and a human political agenda was 
inserted.  
 
 This example is not particularly outrageous, as Derrida’s stated goal in 
deconstructionism was to remove the idea of what he called the “transcendental 
signified.” Standard models of linguistics operate with respect to a signifier-signified 
pair.  The signifier is the word, and the signified is that which the word represents. When 
differance enters the picture, the thing signified is deferred continually until it can be 
deferred no longer – that is, until it reaches into the realm of metaphysics. The final 
meaning reached by any word is God, as He is the ultimate meaning of traditional 
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Western thought.2  The “transcendental signified” of which Derrida is trying to rid 
himself and the Western world is in fact God.  Derrida labels belief in God a product of 
deficient Western thinking, and in true Nietzchean fashion he claims that God is a 
construct of language rather than the other way around.  
 
 Naturally, Derrida quickly became the darling of the American university 
establishment. He lectured at universities along the Eastern seaboard, and grew to love 
that area of America.  Soon America returned that affection by granting him a position in 
the English department of Yale University. Yale then began to draw to other 
deconstructionists and postmodernists; J. Hillis Miller, Geoffrey Hartman and others. 
Another European, Paul DeMan, also came to America and began teaching 
deconstruction. DeMan’s history provides yet another reason why deconstructionists 
sought so avidly to remove meaning from language. In pre-World War II Belgium, 
DeMan had worked for an explicitly pro-Nazi newspaper. DeMan’s detractors note that 
removing the meaning from language was an excellent way to dismiss his pro-Nazi 
writings.  
 
 Through deconstruction the cultural critics adopted a tool that turned literature, 
philosophy and culture into nonsense.  For instance, in his own writing, in order to 
remain true to his own philosophy, Derrida eschews all forms of the verb “to be.” In 
deconstructionist terms the verb “to be” implies meaning; thus, it cannot exist. Derrida 
therefore goes back and crosses out all “to be” verbs, making his writing all but 
incomprehensible. In beginning to attack the signifier-signified construction, Derrida 
writes “the sign is that ill-named thing, the only one, that escapes the instituting question 
of philosophy: ‘What is…?’” At the same time Derrida is attempting to communicate his 
ideas about traditional linguistic models, he is forced by his own philosophy to scratch 
out the very words that allow him to communicate.  
 
 If Derrida were to follow the logic of his own theories he would find that the very 
concept of communicating his ideas by written or spoken word should be impossible.  If 
deconstructionist theories were even remotely accurate, all verbal communication – and 
by extension all other forms of communication – would be impossible. As New Critic Dr. 
M. H. Abrams of Cornell University states, “I hope that Derrida remembers that words do 
mean things next time someone warns him of an oncoming bus.” 
 
 Not only does the embrace of deconstruction harm logical philosophy, it also 
renders the creation of literature virtually impossible. If words mean nothing, then they 
are nothing more than sounds. True, Lewis Carroll did create a well-known poem using 
nonsensical but pleasant-sounding words, but how many poems like “jabberwocky” can 
be created before we reach the saturation point? (Some would argue that we have already 
reached that point.) 
 

                                                 
2 A simple way to comprehend this concept is this: If you ask any question and when given an answer ask 
“why?,” then you ask “why?” of that answer and so on, you will ultimately arrive at the answer “God.” The 
answer to “why God?” is also “God.” 
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 As university literature departments “progress,” the divide widens between those 
who produce literature and those who analyze and teach it. While Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, T.S. Eliot and an entire cadre of great authors were well-educated men, it 
seems that a literary education in an American university actually hinders one’s ability to 
write well.  As professors of literature embrace the philosophy of deconstruction they 
lose the ability to write beautifully because meaning is necessary for beautiful writing. As 
a result, a distinction has emerged within English departments between M.F.A. (Master 
of Fine Arts) and Ph.D. programs – to the extent that they now have distinct faculties. 
America’s greatest hope for good literature today lies not in the universities, but in the 
“amateurs” writing after their nine to five work days or while the kids are at school.  The 
intelligentsia has forgotten its literature in its haste to promote its politics.  
 
 Already there is a backlash against deconstructionism.  Just as the current thriving 
generation of critics looked upon New Criticism as passé, so the students of today are 
beginning to look upon deconstruction as obsolete. Derrida still lectured up to his recent 
death (he spoke in Washington, D.C. as recently as 1995), but, like their forebears, 
today’s literature students are beginning to rise up and tell their predecessors that they 
had it all wrong. A primary factor in this backlash is the difficulty that lies in 
communicating deconstructionist ideas (note that what is offered here is merely an 
outline, not the actual methods of deconstructing a literary work). As a result of this 
difficulty, today’s MTV generation has stumbled upon a positive side effect of their 
fifteen-second attention spans: They lack the patience to wade through Derrida’s nearly 
unintelligible syntax and decipher his terminology.  
 
 Unfortunately, that has not stopped the cultural critics from indoctrinating this 
new generation in feminist interpretation, Marxist philosophy and so-called “queer 
theory.”  Requirements for reading Shakespeare, Milton, Chaucer, and other dead white 
males are disappearing to be replaced by options to take studies in “the Roles of Women 
in the Renaissance” (an excuse to lament the sexism of the past) or “The Bible as 
Literature” (a course designed to denigrate the Bible as cleverly crafted fiction instead of 
God’s truth). 
 
 Deconstruction has succeeded in destabilizing the traditional meanings of texts. 
What happens next remains to be seen, but there are indications that its influence is 
waning.  Already we see Shakespearean plays revived in the cinema; “Much Ado About 
Nothing,” “Hamlet,” and “Romeo and Juliet” – all recently adapted for the screen – have 
long since been abandoned by the American academy in favor of lesser works. Jane 
Austen’s novels, once highly touted by the intelligentsia as undiscovered works of a 
female author, are now derided in our universities as being too conservative because of 
their themes of love and marriage. The popular culture has, in a moment of taste, seen the 
worth of these and revived them as cinema adaptations.   
 
 But the real death knell for deconstruction will sound when the next generation of 
literary critics realizes that the very nature of what it does – read, think, analyze – is 
antithetical to deconstruction’s philosophical goals. The reliable savior of the 
intelligentsia is the common man and his common sense. Common sense dictates that 



 

 6  

words do mean things, and as deconstruction posits otherwise it will be relegated to the 
margins of society.  Sadly, its effects will linger on – it has given a sense of validity to 
cultural criticism and established a marketplace for its ideas.  
 
 The deconstructionists are already abandoning their enclave at Yale as their 
school of thought is eclipsed by trendier, simpler and narrower ideologues. These are the 
feminists, Marxists and queer theorists – none of whom are leaving their tenured offices 
peacefully. Instead, they have begun to recruit and train new graduate students to take 
their places. Applications for graduate and teaching degrees are at an all time high as 
these campus establishment “radicals” encourage the next generation to help them 
enshrine their ideology permanently in the American university system.            
  

 
 
          

 
  

 
 


