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“Demanding Deconstruction: A Rogue’s Take or Offering” 
 
What does deconstruction offer? Does it--should it--offer anything at all? Is this very 
question impertinent, unduly utilitarian? Or to put this another way: what can or 
should we ask or even demand of deconstruction? And how does this relate to 
whatever deconstruction might, in turn, ask of us? What can or should deconstruction 
demand of us? What do we have to offer, if indeed we should think of ourselves as 
offering anything at all? What can we take from it? What does it take from us? What do 
we have to offer to this conference, to deconstruction, to Hispanism, or to any other 
party, interested or otherwise: for instance the people, the subaltern, or the state? What, 
in turn, do we have the right to demand of Hispanism or of the people, the subaltern, 
and so on, and what do they have the right to demand of us? How much are we, or 
should we, be accountable to them? And how might deconstruction contribute to our 
offering, help us to respond to whatever demands are made of us, or help us think 
differently about the very notion of demand? 
 
These questions indicate some of my own uncertainties about what is being asked or 
demanded of me here in this conference, about what I have to offer, and about what if 
anything I have the right to ask in return. However much I have been described as one 
at times, normally by people who do not exactly mean well with the ascription, in fact I 
could declare in good conscience that I am not now, and never have been, a 
deconstructionist, let alone a Derridean. If I am here, then, there must be some mistake: 
I am out of place, with little to contribute, taking rather than giving. I have crashed the 
party or, perhaps more accurately in that I am here thanks to a kind invitation, the party 
has crashed me. Which makes me feel a little awkward, accepting this hospitality and 
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all the generosity (the airfare, the hotel bill) that comes with it. I feel, in short, a bit of an 
imposter. A rogue, if you like. And I do like the notion of roguishness, not least because 
it provides me a link with deconstruction and Derrida, who wrote a book on (precisely) 
rogues. It is then perhaps a suitable irony that the more of a rogue I am, the more then I 
can find a claim to fit in, to have something to offer: a rogue’s take on (or offering to) 
Derrida and Hispanism. For why not fit in, and not merely out of (roguish) politeness 
and gratitude? After all, the implied question of whether I am now or ever have been a 
deconstructionist is the question (the demand) of a McCarthyite state, seeking out reds 
(rouges, rogues) in public service. I would hope that, if any such question were asked of 
me, I would have the better conscience--rather than the good conscience of simple 
innocence--to declare myself guilty, to offer myself up as a deconstructionist after all, 
albeit a rogue one. Would not that be the more honorable position: if they were to go 
hunting for deconstructionists, to stand up and be counted, to say “we are all 
deconstructionists now.” As such, let me declare: “I am now and always have been a 
deconstructionist.” 
 
Beyond the personal, however, I hope that the questions I am offering also indicate 
some of what is at stake in our discussions over the next couple of days. And they 
might provide perspective on broader issues that plague us and our field, and the 
academy in general. We live in a time when we are facing new demands, or perhaps old 
demands phrased in new ways, and we need (I think) to come up with better responses 
about what we (we, academics; we, Hispanists or Latin Americanists) have to offer, and 
about what it is or is not legitimate to ask or demand of us. We are, to put it in 
something like the pidgin which is ultimately the only language of deconstruction that I 
can speak, being asked to stand up and be counted, to which our response has to be to 
stand up and demand to be counted differently, if at all. At stake, in other words, is the 
question of what counts, who does the counting, and how do we count (and make 
count) amid a complex and changing to-and-fro of demands and counter- (counting) 
demands. Or to put it yet another way, perhaps as much in the spirit of that other 
Jacques, Rancière rather than Derrida: in the face of what passes for democracy and 
democratic election today, we demand a recount. 
 To take one example, an apparently trivial one in some ways but I have seen 
elsewhere how the trivial soon becomes serious, in my own university we are currently 
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being asked to come up with what are being called “learning outcomes” for all our 
course and program offerings. We are being asked to define what students should be 
expected to know or to do as a result of our teaching, which is a question both of the 
demands that we may make of our students and also the demands that they may make 
of us. This of course has everything to do with Gareth Williams’s point that the 
university today is invested above all in “self-immunization against chance.” But more 
fundamentally, given that this initiative comes from the provincial government to what 
is (still) a public university, it concerns the basic issue of what that university has to 
offer to government, to the public, to society (however we may define any of those 
terms). We are being asked to clarify and quantify our offering, at the same time as we 
are being asked to provide benchmarks by which what we offer, and our effectiveness 
in doing so, can be measured and assessed in the future. These are ultimately not trivial 
matters. Given the seriousness of what is at stake, then, and given that these demands 
have been transmitted to us (us, the faculty) more or less unfiltered by the university 
administration, we might in turn further ask what that administration has to offer, what 
we can demand of it in this interplay between government, people, and academia, in 
this attempt to assess the legitimacy of demands and offerings. 
 I think we should resist such demands, but that simple resistance, simply saying 
“no” in some Barlteby-esque manner, would be counterproductive. Hence in a 
department meeting to discuss the issue a couple of days ago, I called on my colleagues 
to come up with what I called a “principled and thoughtful” resistance to these new 
demands. Not that I know exactly what such a resistance would look like, but surely it 
would involve our making some demands of our own. In the meeting itself, I suggested 
that one possible learning outcome we could outline was the hope that, after taking our 
courses, our students would have learned to say “fuck you” to inane demands handed 
down from above. I was particularly proud of insisting that this comment be minuted, 
though this may well have been simply the expression of a rather infantile roguishness. 
Yet infantile roguishness may in some ways be appropriate, not least in that I have also 
been tarred with the brush of so-called “infantile leftism,” often by the same people 
who want to pin the label of “deconstructionist” upon me. Again, I am happy enough to 
wear these (putative) insults with a sort of pride. But we need to go further. Because the 
demands that are coming to us--to stand up and be counted, to make ourselves 
available to accountancy--are not in themselves illegitimate. They are ultimately about 
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politics, and about some kind of democratic mandate or responsibility in the context of 
the notion that higher education (still) is or should be a public good. Which means that 
we have to respond to public demands, if not necessarily in the ways expected of us. 
We are indeed accountable, but we have the right (in turn) to demand new ways of 
thinking about accountability. Rather than merely refusing them, we should make 
demands of the demands made of us. 
  
My time now is almost up, and so it turns out that I have had rather more to say about 
deconstruction than I first anticipated when I accepted the invitation to come here. And 
yet, either roguishly or perhaps in the spirit of deconstruction itself, I have postponed 
or deferred the more substantial engagement with (say) Derrida’s texts that might have 
been expected or demanded of me. (Though at this point in a talk, Derrida himself 
would have hardly finished clearing his throat.) Let me then end with some brief 
pointers to what a rogue’s take on Derrida and Hispanism might involve in more 
elaborated form. 
 Above all, I think that questioning the nature of the demand, or demands in 
general, is a point of resonance between deconstruction and what I have put forward as 
a theory of posthegemony. Consider the fact that for Ernesto Laclau, the demand is 
what he calls the “basic unit of politics.” My response to that assertion is that by 
positing the demand as some kind of political atom that cannot be split, Laclau takes the 
demand for granted, with a whole set of rather serious consequences: for Laclau’s 
demand is one made of the individual or group to the state, thus presupposing the 
state’s very existence and purpose, what it offers or can offer in turn. As though without 
the state, there is no politics. Hence Laclau’s reduction of all politics to hegemony. Or as 
I put it in Posthegemony, “the demand itself recognizes the constituted power of the 
system that is addressed” (Posthegemony 54-5). (Note that this, after all, is also Deleuze 
and Guattari’s fundamental critique of the Oedipus Complex, that the prohibition 
against incest and patricide posits and so channels a prior, unquestioned demand or 
desire in a conjuntive synthesis, constituting a subject in thrall to power: “So that’s what 
that was!” “So that’s what I wanted!”) Posthegemony, then, could be thought to begin 
at precisely the moment that we start to question the demand and the demand’s 
political status, its supposedly inextricable relation to politics per se. I think that such 
questioning is fully in line with (and no doubt in some ways indebted to) the kinds of 
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questions that deconstruction offers. In other words, if deconstruction offers anything to 
posthegemony, and surely it has plenty to offer, it is this refusal to believe in any basic 
units, or in any notion that units are basic. Positing the demand as unquestioned 
ground of the political allows a whole notion of the political to come in by the back 
door. Or to put this another way, and finally to cite Derrida and Rogues, I take from 
deconstruction a quasi-Nietzschean injunction to what Derrida alternately terms 
“militant” and “active and interminable critique” (Rogues 86). It is in this refusal to be 
satisfied with what we are offered, with any offering, in the name of what Derrida calls 
a “democracy to come” that deconstruction and posthegemony join forces, however 
temporarily or precariously, in something like a rogue’s charter. Of course, the 
deconstructive irony or tension is that “democracy to come” is itself a demand, is what 
we take the (however improper) right to demand. It is a constituent demand, or perhaps 
the constituent element in any demand (even the most pernicious), or in what escapes 
any demand. Negotiating or living with this tension between the demand and its 
refusal is what we can and should demand of deconstruction. After all, it is no more 
than what deconstruction demands of us. 
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