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Writing and Its Discontents 
  

-Dr. Faridul Alam* 

  

 "The End of the Book and the Beginning of Writing"   

—Title of Chapter 1, Of Grammatology, by Jacques Derrida, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976.   

  

  

  This essay dismantles the humanist fiction of writing as transparent subjectivity, exposing 

it instead as an agonistic field where power, discipline, and insurgency converge. Following Paul 

Ricoeur’s formulation of reading as ―rewriting the text‖ (The Rule of Metaphor 144), it theorizes 

interpretation as a political operation—at once a polemical exercise and an exegetic inquiry—

that simultaneously consolidates and fractures authority. Writing emerges not as representation 

but as violent inscription: a technology that constitutes subjects through regimes of control while 

harboring latent possibilities for their undoing.  

  The argument stages a critical encounter between theorists who articulate writing’s 

constitutive paradoxes. Roland Barthes’s dissolution of the Author (Image-Music-Text 148) and 

Michel Foucault’s dual critique—which examines both the disciplinary scriptural economy 

(Discipline and Punish 194– 228) and the author-function as discursive regulator (―What Is an 

Author?‖ 113–38)—reveals writing’s coercive machinery. Jacques Derrida’s différance (Of 

Grammatology 25–27) and Julia Kristeva’s intertextuality (Desire in Language 36–39) expose its 

inherent subversions, while Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s account of colonial epistemic violence 

(―Can the Subaltern Speak?‖ 271–313) and Barbara Johnson’s discursive aporias (―Writing‖ 39–

49) complete this dialectic.  

  Through Sigmund Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents, the essay reframes writing as 

civilization’s double bind: a repressive system that generates meaning through exclusion yet 

secretes the toxins of its own destabilization. This tension acquires new virulence in algorithmic 

text production, where writing’s foundational contradictions—Foucault’s discipline, Derrida’s 

deferral, and Spivak’s ethical impossibility—are reconfigured within digital apparatuses.  
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Resisting both neoliberal euphoria and reactionary refusal, this critical culmination adopts 

Freud’s analytic posture toward civilization’s discontents, calling for vigilant negotiation of 

writing’s constitutive contradictions—an imperative extended to computational texts that now 

rewrite the very ontology of writing.  

 

  

 

From Orality to Literacy: The Politics of Scriptural Economies   

  

  The shift from oral to literate cultures—often romanticized as civilizational progress—

masks writing’s fundamental violence. Where Walter Ong frames literacy as cognitive 

advancement (Ong 78– 116), this essay exposes its darker dialectic: the transition from speech to 

text institutionalizes what Foucault calls "scriptural economies" (Discipline and Punish 194), 

replacing communal memory with  

archival control. Writing, far from neutral transcription, emerges as what Derrida terms a 

"supplement"—a technology that claims to preserve presence while enacting its systematic 

erasure (Of Grammatology 144–45).  

  The presumed linear progression from orality to literacy—celebrated as cultural 

evolution— obscures what Derrida might call the "originary violence" of writing (Of 

Grammatology 144). Where Ong romanticizes literacy as cognitive growth (Ong 78–116), this 

essay insists on its constitutive paradox: the very technology that promises to stabilize 

memory—Plato’s pharmakon—simultaneously dismantles shared epistemic practices (Phaedrus 

274e–275b). Foucault’s "scriptural economies" emerge not through gradual refinement but 

through epistemic rupture, what Spivak, drawing on Marx, might term a "scriptural primitive 

accumulation," where oral traditions are expropriated by archival regimes (A Critique of 

Postcolonial Reason 287).  

  This transformation births Homo grammatologicus—a fusion of gramma (writing) and 

logos (reason or word)—whose ontological condition is marked by contradiction. Writing 

operates performatively in the Austinian sense, constructing the very reality it purports to 

describe, even as its authority rests on the oral traditions it displaces (Austin 5–6). The material 

evolution of inscription— from clay tablets and parchment to digital screens—only stages new 

tensions, as noted by Chartier (34– 67). Meanwhile, algorithmic systems like GPT-4 now 

unsettle writing’s anthropocentric foundations, enacting Plato’s fear of writing as "orphaned 

speech" (Phaedrus 275e) while automating Foucault’s author-function (Foucault, "What Is an 

Author?" 138).  

  The transition was never smooth—it was always a battleground. What we call "literacy" 

is the ideological victory of one mode of violence over another. The formulation of Homo 

grammatologicus names the human as a creature whose consciousness, power, and survival are 

irrevocably mediated by writing—a being at once authored by and authoring through systems of 
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textual control. This tension— between being written by and writing against systems of power—

lies at the heart of Homo grammatologicus’s struggle in the digital age.  

  Instead of being a simple tool to tinker with, writing functions as a field force deeply 

embedded in human cognition, culture, and power. Writing about writing, an iterative process, 

fosters a metacognitive orientation, even as it embraces the "postmodern condition"—marked, as 

Lyotard puts it, by an "incredulity toward metanarratives" (Lyotard xxiv). As Barbara Johnson 

astutely notes, "Writing about writing is hardly a new phenomenon... From Omar Khayyam’s 

moving finger to Rousseau’s trembling hand, from the broken tables of Moses to the purloined 

letters of Poe... images of writing in writing testify to an enduring interest in the mechanics and 

materiality of the written word" (Johnson 39). This fascination reflects not only a metaphysical 

engagement with writing but a tangible, everevolving interplay of writing, power, ideology, and 

the construction of meaning—a dynamic that is, at its core, intrinsically illusory.  

  The Tel Quel group, associated  with the influential French avant-garde literary review 

(1960– 1980), with intellectual luminaries such as Barthes, Derrida, and Kristeva, among others, 

placed writing at the kernel of interdisciplinary inquiry, extending its significance far beyond 

mechanical or aesthetic function. They reframed writing as a revolutionary locus of practice—

capable of deconstructing established norms and hierarchies, and of reconfiguring the cultural 

Zeitgeist and philosophical landscape. This legacy reverberates today, as writing remains a 

contested space—at once a site of liberation and constraint, subversion and inscription—

continually shaped by the very ideologies it seeks to challenge.  

  Writing’s relationship to power is complex and paradoxical. On the one hand, writing is 

seen as a force for autonomy and subversion, offering marginalized voices a platform and 

challenging hegemonic discourses. On the other, it is a highly structured practice—bounded by 

grammar, genre conventions, interpellation, and linguistic norms—that imposes limits on 

expression and determines the boundaries of the possible. Yet beyond this binary lies a third 

space: writing as a contested site of differends (Lyotard 11), shaped by irreconcilable phrase 

regimes and incommensurable language games (Wittgenstein §23), where meaning is neither 

wholly articulated nor fully foreclosed. Here, writing stages conflict not between subjects, but 

between heterogeneous idioms that resist translation and resolution. These tensions—between 

autonomy and structure, subversion and regulation—form the crux of the inquiry in this essay, 

where writing is examined as both a site of contested meaning and a practice shaped by diverse 

subject positions and often irreconcilable, and irredeemable, alterities.  

  Pivoting on the pioneering works of Barthes, Foucault, Derrida, Kristeva, Spivak, and 

Johnson, this essay interrogates writing through a reconstellation of power, subalternity, 

instability, incommensurability, irreconcilability, incessant ambivalence, and resistance, tracing 

how these entangled dynamics unfold across temporal trajectories and spatial complexities. 

These theorists collectively dismantle the illusion of writing's neutrality, exposing it as a site 

where power and meaning perpetually clash, contest, and negotiate. Barthes initiates this 

destabilization by transferring interpretive authority from author to reader, transforming texts 

into open networks of signification. Foucault extends this by analyzing writing’s disciplinary 

function—how it constructs bodies and subjects within regimes of truth through coercion and 

control, while masking its own regulatory mechanisms. Derrida radicalizes this discourse 
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through deconstruction, revealing writing as an unstable system of traces where meaning 

perpetually defers itself. Kristeva and Spivak introduce crucial intersubjective and political 

dimensions: the former through intertextuality’s insistence that all writing is collective citation, 

and the latter through colonial writing’s epistemic violence, rendering subaltern speech 

simultaneously impossible and necessary. Johnson synthesizes these tensions, framing writing’s 

ambivalence not as failure but as a constitutive condition—its capacity to both reinforce and 

subvert power structures emerges from its inherent instability.  

  These perspectives reject writing as mere mimesis. Instead, they reposition it as a 

performative and contested act—generating meaning through struggle, contradiction, and 

instability. This framework remains vital for understanding how power, agency, and meaning 

circulate in contemporary discursive formations. Notwithstanding their theoretical foils—

Barthes’ readerly openness versus Foucault’s disciplinary inscription, Derrida’s différance versus 

Kristeva’s intertextuality, or Spivak’s postcolonial critique versus Johnson’s ambivalence—these 

thinkers converge on the concept of writing and its discontents, foregrounding its inherent 

instability and its role as a site of perpetual negotiation between power, meaning, and authority.  

  Barthes’ shift from authorial control to reader interpretation reflects writing’s resistance 

to fixed meaning, framing it as a dynamic and participatory process. Foucault analyzes writing as 

a disciplinary apparatus that inscribes bodies and subjects into regimes of knowledge and power 

(Discipline and Punish), demystifying its supposed neutrality and exposing its regulatory 

function in the production of truth (The Archaeology of Knowledge) and in the construction of 

the ―author‖ as a discursive function rather than a source of originality or meaning (―What Is an 

Author?‖). Derrida’s différance captures the internal logic of language as a system of deferral 

and difference, underscoring the impossibility of final meaning and the productive instability at 

the heart of writing. Kristeva’s concept of intertextuality further destabilizes authorial 

sovereignty by framing writing as a mosaic of voices and citations— already a space of 

contested meanings. Spivak’s critique of colonial writing, however, introduces a more ethically 

charged discontent: the subaltern’s voice is not merely deferred but structurally foreclosed. 

Johnson synthesizes these tensions, portraying writing as both a medium of resistance and a site 

of complicity.  

  Far from a neutral vessel of representation, writing is exposed by these thinkers as a 

battleground of ideological conflict—an apparatus that not only encodes and enforces dominant 

power structures under the guise of expression, but also harbors the very instabilities that allow 

those structures to be contested, unraveled, and rewritten. It is precisely this double-bind—

writing’s complicity in repression and its capacity for subversion—that renders it so politically 

volatile. What appears as discourse is discipline; what masquerades as authorship is control; and 

yet, in the cracks of this apparatus, meaning leaks, authority fragments, and counter-hegemonic 

possibilities proliferate.  

  

Barthes' Textual Turn: Writing Degree Zero, The Author's Death, and the Writerly Text   

  

  Barthes was instrumental in heralding the textual turn, challenging the hegemony of 

traditional literary authority by dismantling the hierarchical distinction between author and 
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reader. By introducing the concept of the writerly text, which supplanted the readerly text, he 

exposed the inherent discontents of writing, highlighting its capacity to subvert and transgress 

canonicity while inviting readers into an active process of meaning-making—a transformative 

shift marked by complexities and contradictions that continue to provoke critical inquiry.  

  In Writing Degree Zero (1953), partly in response to Sartre’s What Is Literature? (1949), 

which advocated for a plain style and language suited to politically engaged writing, Barthes 

critiques the traditional notion of ―pure‖ writing as a neutral, transparent medium of expression. 

He contends that writing is always already shaped by ideology, culture, and history. Writing 

exists within a particular degree of expression, influenced by its political and cultural context. 

Barthes introduces the concept of writing degree zero, seeking a form of writing not shaped by 

genre, style, or ideology. For Barthes, this neutral writing would be an act of liberation, a way of 

breaking free from the constraints imposed by dominant cultural norms. However, he quickly 

recognizes that such writing can never be entirely free from the forces of repression. Even in its 

most ―neutral‖ form, writing is still bound by the codes and structures of language, which are 

deeply embedded with ideological power. Writing can express revolutionary ideas and challenge 

the status quo, but it can also reinforce the ideologies it critiques.  

   Thus, writing is always in tension with the conventions of language and power that shape 

it—a paradoxical practice that offers the possibility of freedom while being constrained by the 

structures it seeks to challenge (Barthes, Writing Degree Zero).  

  In ―The Death of the Author‖ (1967), Barthes famously challenges the traditional view 

that the author’s intentions and biography are central to understanding a text. He argues that 

meaning arises from the interplay between the text and the reader. By removing the author from 

the equation, Barthes democratizes the text, opening it up to multiple interpretations and 

emphasizing the role of the reader in constructing meaning (―The Death of the Author‖).  

  Barthes’ exploration of the readerly and writerly texts marks a pivotal moment in literary 

theory. Readerly texts, he contends, are those that present a closed, authoritative meaning, 

offering readers little more than passive consumption. These texts are prescriptive, dictating a 

single, fixed interpretation. In contrast, the writerly text demands active engagement from the 

reader, inviting them to participate in the creation of meaning. The reader is no longer a passive 

consumer of a predetermined message but becomes a co-creator, actively constructing the text 

through interpretation. This shift in the role of the reader represents a subversion of the 

traditional, hierarchical relationship between author and reader. The writerly text opens up a 

multiplicity of meanings, allowing for varied interpretations and resisting the hegemony of the 

authorial voice (Barthes, S/Z).  

  In S/Z (1974), Barthes further explores the dynamic process of reading and writing, 

highlighting the concept of intertextuality—the idea that no text exists in isolation. Every text is 

part of a network of cultural, historical, and ideological discourses. Dissecting a short story by 

Balzac, Barthes demonstrates how meaning is not fixed but constructed through a web of signs 

and codes. He underscores that the reader actively participates in creating meaning, decoding 

signs, and navigating the interplay of multiple texts (Barthes, S/Z).  



PEARL, Vol.1, No. 1, 2025 

 

 

  By advocating for the writerly text and the principle of intertextuality, Barthes challenges 

rigid literary forms and encourages a more dynamic, participatory understanding of writing. 

While his postulation aligns with reading as a discursive practice of ―rewriting the text‖ (Ricoeur 

144), it also influenced the development of intertextuality—a concept Kristeva elaborated by 

grafting Barthes’s semiology onto Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism. Kristeva’s formulation, 

while rooted in structuralist semiotics, was indebted to Bakhtin’s insight that every utterance 

exists in a chain of prior and future discourses, rendering meaning inherently heteroglossic and 

socially embedded (Bakhtin 259–422)  

  

Writing, Power, and the Author-Function: Foucault’s Discontent   

  

  Michel Foucault radically reorients our understanding of writing, unmooring it from its 

longheld association with freedom, expression, and the humanist ideal of authorship. In texts 

such as The Archaeology of Knowledge and Discipline and Punish, writing emerges not as a 

transparent vessel for truth or selfhood but as a technology of power—an instrument through 

which discourses are organized, normalized, and enforced. The modern regimes of 

documentation—the prison register, the medical case history, the school transcript, the 

confession—do not merely reflect or describe reality; they constitute it. These textual practices 

form part of what Foucault calls the microphysics of power whereby bodies and behaviors are 

rendered visible, legible, and ultimately governable (Discipline and Punish 194– 228). Writing, 

in this sense, is not passive; it is productive, inscribing individuals into networks of intelligibility 

and control. Its discontents lie not only in its exclusions but in its formative role in the very 

architecture of modern subjectivity.  

  This suspicion toward writing deepens in Foucault’s seminal lecture ―What Is an 

Author?,‖ where he deconstructs the traditional figure of the author—not to abolish it but to 

denaturalize it. The ―author,‖ he argues, is not the sovereign source of meaning but a historically 

contingent function—a marker that disciplines discourse by attributing coherence, intention, and 

legal accountability (―What Is an Author?‖ 113–38). The author’s name operates not simply as a 

signature of creativity but as a classificatory tool: it organizes texts, anchors meaning, and 

determines what counts as knowledge. By stabilizing the flux of writing under a singular proper 

name, the author-function forecloses other possible readings, appropriations, or disruptions. 

Thus, writing’s apparent freedom is haunted by a regulatory logic—a policing of interpretation 

that mirrors institutional mechanisms of surveillance (Panopticon, Bentham) and control 

(Discipline and Punish 195–228).  

  To write, under these conditions, is to risk becoming complicit in the very systems one 

might seek to critique. And yet, Foucault does not suggest we abandon writing or silence the 

author altogether. Instead, he calls for a practice of writing that is attuned to its own 

discontents—a writing that stages its fragility, foregrounds its gaps, and remains uneasy with its 

desire for mastery. This is the space in which this essay, ―Writing and Its Discontents,‖ positions 

itself: not outside power, but within it, tracing the edges of what writing cannot fully contain. It 

is here, in the awareness of writing’s entanglement with the archive, the law, the institution, and 
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the name, that another possibility emerges: a form of authorship that does not enclose but 

unsettles, that writes not to consolidate meaning but to open a fissure within it.  

  Foucault’s critique thus becomes not a renunciation of writing but an ethical injunction: 

to write from a position of discomfort, disavowal, and doubt, and in doing so, to make legible 

what writing so often renders invisible—in English poet John Milton’s words, ―to make darkness 

visible‖ (Paradise Lost 1.63). In a similar vein, Paul de Man sees in blindness ―not a failure of 

insight but its very precondition,‖ suggesting that our most profound readings—and by 

extension, writing—may emerge not in spite of blindness, or rhetorical opacity, but because of it 

(de Man 209–10).  

Derrida's Textual Re-constellation: Writing as Power, Subversion, and Transformation   
  

  Jacques Derrida’s seminal works Writing and Difference, Of Grammatology, and Speech 

and Phenomena (1967) collectively challenge the Western metaphysical tradition’s privileging of 

speech over writing and the metaphysical notion of presence over absence—a hierarchy Derrida 

terms logocentrism. Derived from the Greek logos, encompassing meanings ranging from word, 

reason, and truth to logic, logocentrism underpins much of Western thought, which assumes that 

language reflects an original, stable truth grounded in presence. Derrida critiques this assumption 

by destabilizing the metaphysical prioritization of speech, arguing that writing (écriture) is not 

secondary to speech but foundational to language itself.  

  He introduces the concept of différance—a neologism fusing deferral and 

differentiation—to unravel the illusion of fixed meaning. For Derrida, meaning is never fully 

present; it flickers across a chain of traces, always postponed, always elsewhere. In destabilizing 

the binary between presence and absence, différance exposes language as a system haunted by 

what it cannot fully say—its own perpetual undoing. Additionally, his concept of the trace 

signifies the persistent absence within presence, emphasizing that meaning is perpetually 

deferred and inherently incomplete. Derrida’s notions of erasure (sous rature), aporia, and 

dissemination further underscore the instability of language.  

  Sous rature signals the inadequacy of any linguistic term to fully encapsulate meaning, 

marking presence with the trace of its failure. Aporia designates the impasses and contradictions 

that disrupt the coherence of meaning, unsettling definitive interpretations and revealing, as de 

Man notes, that texts invariably say something other than what they appear to say (de Man, 

Allegories of Reading 187). Dissemination extends this impossibility of closure, illustrating how 

meaning disperses across shifting contexts and proliferating interpretations, perpetually deferring 

finality. This dynamic is further elucidated through the logic of the supplement, which reveals 

that writing (écriture)—traditionally subordinated to speech—is not merely an addition but a 

foundational element of meaning.  

  By supplementing speech, writing exposes the inherent incompleteness of any presumed 

origin, thereby dismantling hierarchical binaries. By positioning writing as both necessary and 

excessive, Derrida reveals its role in exposing the constructed nature of meaning. This interplay 

between writing and speech undermines the metaphysical distinction between presence and 

absence, foregrounding writing as the primary mode of signification. Meaning unfolds through 

écriture, with erasure, différance, and dissemination at its core. Derrida’s reading of Plato’s 
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pharmakon in Dissemination crystallizes this double logic: writing is both remedy and poison, 

preservation and corruption, a supplement that simultaneously sustains and threatens the origin. 

The pharmakon resists stable categorization, embodying the undecidability that writing injects 

into any system of meaning. It is this irreducible ambivalence that renders writing politically 

volatile and philosophically generative—a force that both inscribes and disrupts. Within this 

dynamic interplay of différance, trace, aporia, supplement, pharmakon, and dissemination, 

writing transcends its traditional boundaries, becoming a force that resists stasis and reimagines 

the politics of meaning.  

  Writing, as a site of différance and trace, unsettles the possibility of fixed authority, 

ensuring that power remains in perpetual negotiation, contestation, and redistribution. Derrida’s 

re-constellation of texts does not merely reinterpret writing but repositions it as a generative 

force in the politics of meaning and power. In Of Grammatology, Derrida’s famous declaration—

il n’y a pas de hors-texte (there is no outside the text)—reinforces this position, suggesting that 

meaning exists only within textual interplay. In Speech and Phenomena, Derrida critiques 

Husserl’s emphasis on speech for selfpresence, highlighting how language, by its very nature, 

entails absence, repetition, and deferral.  

  Through these works, Derrida reconfigures meaning as fluid, relational, and perpetually 

deferred, laying the foundation for his deconstructive philosophy. He insists that iterability is the 

defining condition of writing, not speech. Writing’s capacity to be repeated across contexts 

without anchoring to a stable origin undermines any fixed reference point. This structural 

repeatability destabilizes meaning from within, scattering it across temporal and spatial 

disjunctions. Insofar as speech is iterable, it functions as writing—undermining the illusion of 

immediacy and revealing that presence is always already fractured. Iterability destabilizes any 

fixed context, relativizes meaning, and lays bare the fragility of logocentric assumptions 

(Derrida, ―Signature‖ 315–17).  

  Writing and its discontents, extending beyond internal contradictions to encompass 

political and philosophical implications, are central to Derrida’s theory, rooted in the disruption 

of logocentrism. Plato’s privileging of speech as the immediate conduit to truth and Aristotle’s 

focus on categorical unity established the foundational hierarchy of presence over absence, 

speech over writing. This tradition remained influential through centuries of philosophical 

thought. The dismantling of logocentrism begins with Nietzsche, who challenges the 

metaphysical binaries central to Western thought.  

Nietzsche’s perspectivism exposes truth as an interpretive construct, a ―mobile army of 

metaphors‖ that resists singular meaning. Heidegger furthers this critique by reinterpreting 

presence through the temporal unfolding of Being (Sein), emphasizing aletheia (unconcealment) 

as an emergent and relational process.  

  However, despite their profound critiques, both Nietzsche and Heidegger retain residues 

of the metaphysics of presence—Nietzsche in his notion of eternal recurrence and Heidegger in 

his search for the ―essence‖ of Being. Derrida extends their insights, rejecting the metaphysical 

recuperation of any originary unity or essence. His critique of logocentrism provides a ―third 

way‖ by transcending the binary opposition between speech and writing. Drawing on Saussure’s 
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structural linguistics, Derrida critiques the notion of a fixed relationship between signifier and 

signified, demonstrating that meaning arises through the perpetual play of différance.  

  Derrida’s analogy of a "bottomless chessboard," replacing Saussure’s two-dimensional 

one, underscores the interminable interplay of traces that constitute language, revealing a system 

where positions are perpetually redefined without a foundational structure (Merrell 48). In other 

words, ―There is no mere labyrinth of forking paths here, though a polite gesture toward 

Borges’s infinitely entangled image is appropriate‖ (Merrell 48). Writing's refusal to settle into 

fixed meanings makes it a potent force of resistance. For Derrida, writing is not a passive 

reflection of reality but an active disruptor—constantly undermining totalizing discourses while 

remaining entangled in the very structures it seeks to challenge.  

  The title of Of Grammatology, ―The End of the Book and the Beginning of Writing,‖ 

captures this radical shift. Traditionally, the ―book‖ has symbolized unity, closure, and 

authoritative meaning— what Derrida critiques as logocentrism, the belief in a fixed, speech-

centered origin of meaning. In contrast, the ―beginning of writing‖ signals a rupture with that 

certainty. Writing is not mere inscription but a dynamic force of différance, endlessly deferring 

meaning, destabilizing presence, and opening the text to infinite reinterpretation. Critics argue 

that this deferral renders political action impotent. Yet Derrida sees in this tension a generative 

resistance—a refusal to yield to finality or closure.  

  Writing, in its instability, becomes subversive, actively resisting the structures it seeks to 

undo. Paul de Man deepens this idea, arguing that even Rousseau's text deconstructs itself 

through its contradictions, making Derrida’s intervention almost redundant (de Man 105). 

Writing, then, is both the site and symptom of its own deconstruction, a tool that, through its very 

volatility, refuses to be coopted by power. Writing’s power lies in its constant undoing of 

totalizing systems, its ability to expose the limits of meaning and authority. It is not a neutral tool 

but a force that continuously opens up spaces for alternative narratives. Through its deferral of 

meaning, writing resists domination, offering a neverending potential for subversion and 

reinvention.  

Kristeva’s Intertextuality: The Writer’s Agency in a Web of Control and the Symbolic-

Semiotic interplay 

 

  Julia Kristeva deepens Barthes’ concept of intertextuality by exposing the structural 

discontents embedded in the act of writing. For her, writing is never autonomous—it is endlessly 

entangled in a web of cultural codes, historical sedimentations, and prior texts (Kristeva, Desire 

in Language 63). This intertextual field simultaneously enables and constrains the writer, 

rendering authorship a site of conflict rather than origin. Writing, in Kristeva’s view, is a 

paradoxical act: it gestures toward creation while being circumscribed by inherited structures that 

resist novelty (64). The writer is not a sovereign originator but a negotiator of traces—a subject 

caught between the impulse to disrupt and the weight of what has already been said. Writing thus 

emerges as a struggle between subversion and constraint, invention and reiteration.  

  Yet this structural view contrasts with Mikhail Bakhtin’s more dialogic orientation, which 

frames intertextuality not as constraint but as a vibrant polyphony. For Bakhtin, every utterance 
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responds to prior utterances and anticipates future responses, making writing a dynamic site of 

ideological contestation and heteroglossia (The Dialogic Imagination 279). Unlike Kristeva, who 

emphasizes the semiotic web as both productive and limiting, Bakhtin insists on the openness 

and unpredictability of meaning as it unfolds through social dialogue. His dialogism recasts the 

intertextual field as not only overdetermined but also open-ended—a space where meaning is 

actively negotiated rather than structurally bound.  

  Kristeva’s theory of intertextuality comes with some unique constraints. Her development 

of  semanalysis—the fusion of semiotics and psychoanalysis—grounds intertextuality within a 

Freudian and Lacanian framework. By anchoring textual production in the interplay between the 

semiotic (rhythm, affect, the maternal chora) and the symbolic (law, language, the paternal 

order), Kristeva reintroduces a structural psychosexual economy that governs the production of 

meaning (Kristeva,  Revolution in Poetic Language 25–27). As a result, the radical textual 

openness promised by Barthes or Bakhtin is subtly circumscribed by a developmental logic that 

casts intertextuality as a symptom of repression and subject-formation. This  risks limiting the 

liberatory and pluralistic potential of intertextuality, recoding it as an effect of the psyche’s 

submission to linguistic and cultural law.  

  This reduction of intertextuality to a mechanism of the unconscious mirrors writing’s 

broader discontents: even as Kristeva’s semiotic disrupts the symbolic order, its tethering to 

psychoanalytic determinism reinscribes the very repression she critiques—a paradox that 

writing, like civilization, can never fully resolve. In essence, Kristeva's model acknowledges the 

multiplicity of voices but simultaneously implies that these voices are ultimately constrained by 

the deeper psychoanalytic forces that inform and limit textual production.  

  Kristeva’s theory builds on the works of Derrida, Bakhtin, and Barthes, integrating their 

key concepts to develop her ideas. From Derrida, she draws deconstruction, emphasizing the 

instability of meaning and the interplay of absence and presence within texts (Derrida, Writing 

and Difference 73). Bakhtin's notions of dialogism and carnival inform her understanding of the 

multiplicity of voices in textual interactions (Kristeva, Desire in Language 65). Barthes’ ―death 

of the author‖ and his distinction between readerly and writerly texts profoundly shape her 

intertextual model, shifting attention from the author to the web of cultural signification.  

  But unlike Barthes’ celebration of textual plurality or Bakhtin’s heteroglossia, Kristeva’s 

model ultimately situates meaning within a deeper psycholinguistic structure—one that both 

enables and limits writing’s subversive potential  

Spivak's Deconstruction of Representation and Silence: "Can the Subaltern Speak?" and 

"Worlding the World" 

 

  Gayatri Spivak reinvents Derrida’s deconstruction to encompass postcolonialism, 

Marxism, and feminism, foregrounding writing as a paradoxical site of both liberation and 

constraint. Through her interrogation of subaltern voices, she exposes how writing is entangled 

with power, ideology, and epistemic violence, complicating meaning-making itself. In Can the 

Subaltern Speak?, Spivak dissects the historical silencing of the subaltern—those structurally 

excluded from dominant discourse—posing a rhetorical question that highlights the paradox of 
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representation (Spivak 280). Though the subaltern may speak, their utterance is shaped—and 

often distorted—by hegemonic structures.  

  Lyotard’s concept of the différend captures this impasse: a wrong that cannot be phrased 

within the terms of the dominant discourse (Lyotard 9; Spivak 287). In colonial and postcolonial 

contexts, writing functions both as a tool of erasure and a medium of resistance. The subaltern’s 

voice, when mediated through dominant textual norms, is often silenced or rendered 

unintelligible. Spivak frames silence not merely as absence but as a form of resistance, linked to 

otherness and refusal. Writing becomes the contested site mediating the speech-silence binary, 

where power and marginality collide.  

  This tension—what Spivak calls "epistemic violence"—is especially evident in colonial 

archives, where Western epistemologies overwrite indigenous knowledge (Spivak 271–313). 

Writing acts as gatekeeper and censor, but also holds potential for subversive intervention. Dalit 

writing exemplifies this ambivalence. Texts like Joothan by Omprakash Valmiki and Karukku by 

Bama resist silencing through self-representation, reclaiming narrative agency and exposing 

caste oppression. Dalit feminist voices deepen this discourse, revealing the intersectionality of 

caste and gender—resonating with Spivak’s critique of the subaltern woman’s erasure from both 

postcolonial and feminist frameworks.  

  While Spivak warns against elite mediation, Dalit literature demonstrates subaltern 

articulation from within, forging solidarities that unsettle dominant hierarchies. Spivak’s The 

Rani of Sirmur expands this critique, showing how colonial writing ―worlded‖ the world—

constructing realities that silenced local voices. Here, cartography becomes a key technology of 

control: colonial maps not only divided territory but reified power, replacing indigenous 

geographies and sovereignties with a legible imperial order. The act of mapping thus becomes 

emblematic of the colonial archive’s violence— turning fluid, lived landscapes into fixed, 

governable space.  

  In this logic, writing and mapping function together to represent and erase, discipline and 

frame. Yet even these instruments of domination can be re-read for resistance, as the Rani’s 

partial recovery shows. This duality is crystallized in the convergence of Spivak’s subaltern 

silence and Édouard Glissant’s right to opacity—the refusal to be fully known within imperial 

frameworks (Glissant 190; Spivak 280). Both resist the violence of legibility: Spivak mourns the 

subaltern’s erasure, while Glissant embraces opacity as resistance.  

  Dalit texts like Valmiki’s Joothan (Mukherjee 34–37) and Gloria Anzaldúa’s code-

switching in Borderlands/La Frontera (78–81) wield opacity as both a colonial wound and a 

decolonial shield. In these moments, writing becomes a battleground where erasure, silence, and 

resistance collide. Spivak’s reflections sharpen our sense of writing’s discontents: it is never 

merely expression, but always implicated in the very structures it aims to subvert.  

  Spivak’s sustained engagement with rural education in Bangladesh exemplifies a praxis 

that embodies the very tensions this essay explores between writing, power, and the ethics of 

representation. Since the 1990s, Spivak has collaborated with grassroots networks and NGOs in 

remote Bangladeshi villages—particularly near the Indo-Bangladesh border and in indigenous 

regions—to support nonformal educational initiatives that resist the developmentalist push 
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toward rote literacy. Modest in scale and often self-funded, these projects privilege oral traditions 

and vernacular knowledges over standardized national curricula.  

  In areas where Adivasi and tribal epistemologies prevail, Spivak has worked to preserve 

nonscriptal modes of knowing rather than assimilate them into the dominant logics of nation-

state or neoliberal modernity (Spivak, Other Asias 17–21). Her interventions stand in pointed 

contrast to Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, which frames critical pedagogy as a 

dialogic method of liberation from systemic domination. While Freire foregrounds 

conscientization—the process by which the oppressed come to recognize and challenge their 

conditions—Spivak’s work critiques the implicit universality in such emancipatory claims.  

  Her counter-pedagogy listens before it writes, refusing to presume that critique alone can 

liberate. In Bangladesh, this means foregrounding indigenous and oral traditions that Freire’s 

literacybased model risks overlooking. Spivak’s pedagogy learns from below rather than 

teaching from above, resisting dominant educational paradigms that render subaltern knowledge 

systems invisible (Spivak, Other Asias 17–21; Freire 30–32). Her insistence on recruiting and 

training local women as educators—drawn from within the very communities they serve—

underscores a refusal to treat knowledge as a unidirectional gift from center to margin.  

  This is not education as benevolence but as ethical entanglement: an encounter with 

alterity that unsettles writing’s presumed authority. As she notes, ―learning from the subaltern is 

not to be  confused with speaking for the subaltern‖ (Spivak, ―Righting Wrongs‖ 526). In a 

context like Bangladesh, where oral and indigenous lifeworlds are often overwritten by state 

apparatuses and global capital, Spivak’s pedagogy refuses the closure that writing so often seeks. 

It enacts, instead, a commitment to difference without domestication—mirroring this essay’s 

broader claim that writing is not a neutral vehicle of emancipation, but a site of ongoing struggle, 

where epistemic violence, ethical risk, and radical untranslatability converge.  

 Spivak’s Bangladesh thus becomes more than a site of intervention; it is a scene where theory is 

made flesh.  

Barbara Johnson's Deconstructive Reflection on Writing in an Unclosable Loop   

  

  Perhaps more eclectic and provocative than many of her contemporaries, Barbara 

Johnson’s compelling arguments in her essay “Writing,” which inspired this inquiry, explore the 

intricate complexities of writing, challenging its traditional perception as a neutral medium for 

conveying preexisting ideas. Her insights are uniquely attuned to the nuances of writing and its 

discontents, offering a profound critique of its paradoxes and potentials. She positions writing as 

an active and dynamic process that constructs and mediates, ―simultaneously obscuring and 

conveying meaning‖ (Johnson, Writing 42).  

  Drawing from poststructuralist thought, particularly Derrida’s deconstruction and Lacan’s 

psychoanalysis, Johnson argues that writing is not just a tool for communication but a force that 

shapes and disrupts the very systems of knowledge and power it aims to transmit. For Johnson, 

writing is not a passive vehicle for conveying ideas but a practice that actively intervenes in the 

creation and dissemination of meaning. Under the influence of Derrida, Johnson challenges the 
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traditional logocentric view of writing, which elevates speech as the embodiment of truth and 

immediacy, relegating writing to a secondary, often less authentic, status.  

  This bias, she argues, is deeply entrenched in Western patriarchal and colonial cultures, 

where speech is regarded as a direct expression of authority, while writing is often seen as a 

disembodied, controlled, and mediated version of truth. Johnson builds on Derrida’s critique of 

logocentrism by highlighting how Western traditions have marginalized or suppressed forms of 

writing—such as écriture féminine, theorized by Hélène Cixous and Julia Kristeva—that subvert 

patriarchal linguistic structures. In these contexts, writing has historically been wielded as a tool 

of domination, encoding systems of patriarchal oppression, reinforcing cultural hegemony, and 

silencing dissenting voices.  

  However, Johnson contends that writing also holds the power to destabilize these 

patriarchal structures by amplifying marginalized voices, offering them space to construct and 

assert alternative truths. Building on her poignant critique of logocentrism, Johnson explores 

how the evolution of this bias has morphed into graphocentrism, where writing is valorized over 

speech. However, rather than emancipating writing, this reversal has often been weaponized as a 

tool for colonial domination.  

  To examine the impact of colonialism, Johnson draws on Edward Said’s critique of how 

colonial powers used written texts to shape and control the identities of colonized peoples, 

particularly effectively from a distance, consistent with how 'absence' signifies 'writing,' which 

spans time and space, while 'presence' represents 'speech,' confined to the immediate and the 

here-and-now. This is epitomized in the context of the 'Orient,' a Western construct, in which the 

written word was deployed to define and subordinate indigenous cultures while simultaneously 

normalizing Eurocentric ideals, necessitating a ―contrapuntal reading,‖ against the grain of the 

Western authors’ manifest intentions, to decode their underlying assumptions (Said 65).  

  Despite writing’s historical entanglement with systems of power, Johnson highlights its 

subversive potential, particularly for marginalized groups. She argues that writing can challenge 

and rewrite dominant narratives, undermining the very hierarchies it has historically reinforced. 

Johnson draws attention to the erasure and marginalization of African and African American oral 

and written traditions within dominant literary canons—a dynamic critiqued by Henry Louis 

Gates. Gates’s exploration of the ―signifying monkey,‖ a figure from African folklore, illustrates 

how strategies like wordplay, irony, and cultural negotiation disrupt the authority of the Western 

canon and its Eurocentric interpretations (Gates 74).  

  By examining these subversive strategies, Gates foregrounds the role of African 

American literature as a response to colonial and racial oppression, showing how marginalized 

voices engage in a form of counter-literary praxis that destabilizes dominant forms of authority 

and representation. For Native American authors, such as Leslie Marmon Silko, and 

Chicano/Chicana writers, like Gloria Anzaldúa, writing has become a tool of reclamation, 

resistance, and cultural revival. Silko’s works interweave oral traditions and written narratives to 

reclaim Indigenous histories and challenge Eurocentric literary norms, while Anzaldúa’s 

Borderlands/La Frontera explores the intersections of identity, language, and power, offering a 

counter-narrative to colonial and patriarchal ideologies (Silko; Anzaldúa).  
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  Their works reveal how writing can disrupt dominant literary traditions and offer more 

nuanced, multifaceted portrayals of identity and power. The call for writing as a site of resistance 

is echoed in Édouard Glissant’s notion of the right to opacity, which challenges the Western 

demand for transparent, knowable subjects. For Glissant, opacity resists the colonial impulse to 

categorize and dominate, offering instead a poetics of relation that values multiplicity, 

unpredictability, and the unknowable. His insistence that identities need not be reduced to fixed, 

legible forms aligns with Johnson’s critique of logocentric control and reinforces the idea that 

writing can serve as a mode of relational resistance— one that affirms difference without 

surrendering to assimilationist pressures (Glissant 189).  

  For Johnson, writing’s dual nature is crucial. While it has been historically exploited as a 

means of oppression, to be complicit with logocentrism under the rubric of graphocentrism, it is 

also capable of liberating marginalized voices when it is understood and wielded consciously. 

She calls for a heightened awareness of how writing works, urging readers and writers alike to 

interrogate the mechanisms that shape texts (Johnson, The Critical Difference 45-47). In this 

sense, writing itself is not inherently problematic, but it is how it has been harnessed to enforce 

power structures that must be critically examined.  

  Johnson’s engagement with Derrida deepens this argument by pointing out that writing’s 

potential for subversion lies precisely in its inherent instability—it is a medium that can always 

be passed into the hands of the ―Other.‖ This fluidity, this capacity for multiplicity and 

reinterpretation, allows marginalized groups to reclaim writing and use it to contest exclusionary 

narratives. Johnson also emphasizes that the repression of writing is not merely an effort to 

control a form of communication, but rather an attempt to obscure the very mechanisms through 

which power operates to marginalize others. Her observation that ―the desire to repress writing is 

thus a desire to repress the fact of the repression of the other‖ highlights the stakes of this 

dynamic (Johnson, Writing 48).  

  Writing, in this sense, is a battleground: it is both a tool of oppression and a site of 

liberation. Its ability to archive, critique, and reinvent makes it a constant threat to systems of 

control, which seek to confine it within narrow ideological frameworks. Johnson’s call for ―more 

consciousness of how it works‖ underscores the need for critical literacy—an approach to 

writing that teaches individuals not only to decode text but to question its assumptions, 

omissions, and the power dynamics embedded in it (Johnson 48).  

   Johnson argues that writing’s emancipatory potential lies in its nature as a site of 

contestation— destabilizing hierarchies, amplifying marginalized voices, and enabling new 

modes of meaningmaking. As she writes, ―An essay about writing…is an unclosable loop; it is 

an attempt to comprehend that which it is comprehended by‖ (Writing, 39). Writing, then, is not a 

passive vessel for thought but thought itself in motion—a space of slippage, contradiction, and 

recursive inquiry. The phrase ―an unclosable loop‖ evokes the Derridean insight that writing does 

not end but perpetually returns— rewritten, reread, recontextualized. The supposed finality of the 

―book‖ is undone by writing’s insurgent, open-ended character, which resists closure and 

reasserts its generative instability.  
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Writing as a Battleground of Power, Meaning, and Survival   

  

  This essay, ―Writing and Its Discontents,‖ evokes not only the title but the spirit of 

Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents (Freud 25), confronting the paradoxes embedded in the 

systems that govern our lives. Just as Freud unveils the double bind of civilization—that its 

promise of order ―must be built up on repression‖ (Freud 42)—this essay contends that writing, 

too, is marked by contradictions. It is a force for resistance even as it reinscribes power, a 

liberator of thought while also enforcing discipline. Like civilization, writing offers the illusion 

of coherence, even as it is founded on fragmentation, exclusion, and repression. Across the works 

of Barthes, Foucault, Derrida, Kristeva, Spivak, and Johnson, we have traced writing’s 

performative, unstable, and haunted terrain.  

  Barthes’ ―death of the author‖ disrupts the sovereignty of intention, opening writing to 

plurality while simultaneously revealing its vulnerability to ideological capture. Foucault 

reframes the author as a discursive function embedded within power structures, rendering the 

authorial subject a site of control. Derrida deconstructs metaphysical presence, insisting that 

meaning is perpetually deferred— never fully present within the text itself. Kristeva’s theory of 

intertextuality amplifies this instability, showing that each text is a mosaic of prior discourses. 

Spivak complicates writing further by foregrounding its role in silencing the subaltern, even as 

she reclaims it as a tentative space for resistance. Johnson reminds us that meaning is constituted 

not only by what is written, but also by what is strategically omitted.  

  These insights gain urgency in the digital age, where AI and algorithmic authorship blur 

the lines between human and machine, origin and repetition. In this post-human era, writing is 

increasingly automated, commodified, and redefined by algorithms, complicating our 

relationship with authorship, identity, and meaning. While digital platforms promise 

democratized expression, they also surveil and commodify, revealing that writing, far from being 

neutral, is fraught with ethical and power dynamics. The digital age does not transcend writing’s 

discontents—it amplifies them.  

  Homo grammatologicus, once defined by ink and archive, is now reconfigured by 

algorithms, and large language models like ChatGPT perform a kind of ventriloquism, 

generating texts in the first person without a human self behind it. This represents not the ―death 

of the author‖ but its algorithmic afterlife—an unsettling posthuman parody of Barthes. Writing 

circulates autonomously, detached from human intention, yet still saturated with the biases of its 

training data, challenging the very notion of authorship and authority. Foucault’s worst fears 

materialize in content moderation systems that police discourse at scale, automating epistemic 

violence under the guise of neutrality. Spivak’s subaltern resurfaces not because it refuses to 

speak, but because it was never included in the first place. Derrida’s différance mutates into the 

logic of AI, where meaning is perpetually deferred, not truly arrived at, but only statistically 

approximated.  

  Yet, it is precisely because writing is unstable that it remains indispensable. It is within 

writing that we question power, imagine new forms of subjectivity, and forge fragile solidarities. 

In an age where language itself is automated, writing remains a gesture of agency. It is not 
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merely the trace of thought but the ground on which thought resists erasure and insists on 

presence.  

  Moreover, as Spivak’s work in rural Bangladesh demonstrates, writing’s discontents also 

emerge in the ethical tensions of representation. Through her counter-pedagogical approach, 

which   prioritizes listening to and learning from marginalized communities, Spivak shows that 

writing is not a unilateral act of transmission but a dialogue that must respect local knowledge 

and honor the wisdom of those often  silenced. In this sense, writing is not merely a tool of 

education but a site of ethical engagement, where power dynamics and the complexities of 

translation—both cultural and linguistic— are negotiated.  

  Spivak’s model disrupts the hegemonic narrative of writing as a vehicle of truth or 

emancipation, proposing instead a model where writing becomes a space of ongoing negotiation, 

resistance, and vulnerability. The discontents of writing are thus not signs of its failure but of its 

force. They call us to read more vigilantly, write more ethically, and stay attuned to the violence 

and possibility inscribed in every utterance. As we navigate crises of truth, agency, and planetary 

survival, writing must continue to bear witness, intervene, and create meaning against the grain. 

To write is never to escape the world, but to engage it—fractured, unjust, but still open to 

transformation.  

  Writing’s contradictions are not to be resolved but inhabited. They are what give it life. In 

that sense, writing is not merely a tool of becoming—it is the very site where becoming struggles 

to occur, where form and fracture, compliance and critique, coexist in uneasy but vital tension. 

Prospectively, the oral-written-algorithmic continuum reflects a shift in communication, where 

the permanence of writing meets the fluidity of oral traditions and the endlessly iterative nature 

of algorithmic processes. This continuum disrupts conventional notions of authorship and 

meaning, leading to a reconstellation of how knowledge is formed and disseminated.  

  As we navigate this evolving landscape, we face a steep and destabilizing learning curve, 

compounded by uncertainty, as writers, thinkers, and communicators grapple with the shifting 

boundaries of authorship, representation, and meaning-making. Beyond being besieged and 

embattled, writing has become a battleground—where tradition and technology collide, and 

where the future of thought itself is perpetually at stake.  
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