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Q7(a)
Critically explain the notion of ‘deconstruction’ in the light of the
postmodern works of Jacques Derrida.

UPSC Civil Services Mains 2024 - Anthropology GS 1 - 20 marks - Post-modernism in anthropology.

(j) Post-modernism in anthropology.

Core demand of the question
* Define Derridean deconstruction accurately
* Explain différance, binary hierarchy, trace and aporia
* Show its postmodern anthropological application

* Critically assess both analytical value and limits
Revision summary
Derridean deconstruction is a close reading of unstable hierarchical oppositions.
Différance means that signs differ and final meaning is deferred.
Trace marks the excluded term within the privileged one; aporia is an internal impasse.
Derrida exposed contradictions in Lévi-Strauss's nature/culture and speech/writing contrasts.
Clifford, Marcus and Abu-Lughod brought reflexive textual critique into anthropology.
Its limit is textualism unless linked to history, institutions and material inequality.

Introduction

Jacques Derrida's deconstruction is not destruction or the claim that any reading is equally
true. It is a close reading that shows how a text depends on unstable oppositions and on
meanings it excludes, so its claim to a single self-present centre cannot hold.

Body

Core moves

Western thought often organises hierarchical binaries-speech/writing, reason/emotion,
civilised/primitive, male/female-privileging the first term. Deconstruction first identifies the
hierarchy, then reverses or displaces it to show mutual dependence.

Différance names both difference and deferral: a sign means through differences
from other signs, while final meaning is continually postponed. A supposedly absent
term leaves a trace in the present one. An aporia is an impasse where a text's own premises
prevent a stable resolution. Derrida's reading of Lévi-Strauss in "Structure, Sign and Play"
showed that even a critique of ethnocentrism could reproduce the nature/culture and
speech/writing oppositions it questioned.

Anthropological relevance
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Postmodern anthropologists such as James Clifford and George Marcus treated
ethnographies as authored, partial texts rather than transparent windows. Lila
Abu-Lughod's "writing against culture" unsettles the bounded culture/individual binary;
Edward Said's Orientalism exposes how West/East representation constituted imperial
authority. In India, deconstructing tribe/caste, traditional/modern or literate/illiterate can
reveal administrative power and hybrid lives.

Critique

Deconstruction enables reflexivity, attention to silences and recovery of marginal voices. But
textual indeterminacy can underplay land, labour and violence. Eric Wolf's political economy
and feminist or subaltern ethnography remind us that unequal meanings are backed by
institutions. The method also risks becoming an analyst's wordplay unless grounded in
language, history and field evidence.

Flow diagram

Hierarchical binary -> Reverse the privilege
Reverse the privilege -> Displace both terms
Displace both terms -> Find trace and différance
Find trace and différance -> Aporia: no final centre

Aporia: no final centre -> Reflexive ethnographic reading

Conclusion

Deconstruction makes anthropology ask how its categories manufacture the other they claim
merely to describe. Its best use is disciplined and empirical: destabilise false binaries, identify
exclusions, then reconnect representation to material power.

Facts & figures

Différance

Derrida's term for meaning produced through difference between signs and endlessly deferred
through further signs.

Structure, Sign and Play
Derrida's essay reads Lévi-Strauss to question the idea of a stable centre outside the play of signs.

Writing Culture

Clifford and Marcus's volume made ethnographic authority, rhetoric and partial representation
central anthropological problems.

Lila Abu-Lughod

Her call to write against culture resists homogeneous, bounded portraits through particular lives
and connections.
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