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DECONSTRUCTION AND

ZIONISM

JACQUES DERRIDA’S SPECTERS OF
MARX

CHRISTOPHER WISE

No differance without alterity, no alterity without singularity, no singularity
without here-now.
—Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx

Introduction

Following Jacques Derrida’s first sustained critique of Marx and Marxism in Specters
of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, and the New International (1994),
an expanded version of his lectures delivered at the University of California, Riverside,
in May 1993, numerous ‘“Marxist” theorists have responded to his provocative (and, for
some, “untimely”) intervention. Several of these critical responses have been gathered
in Michael Sprinker’s volume Ghostly Demarcations: A Symposium on Jacques Derrida’s
“Specters of Marx” (1999), which includes contributions from such diverse theorists as
Pierre Macherey, Antonio Negri, Fredric Jameson, Terry Eagleton, Aijaz Ahmad, and
many others. Important omissions from Sprinker’s book include Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak’s “Ghostwriting” (1995), an essay that Derrida nonetheless comments upon in
his response “Marx & Sons,” or any other feminist analysis of Specters of Marx, a
curious absence in a text so riveted by questions of patriarchal affiliation. An even more
startling omission from Sprinker’s book is any analysis of Derrida’s discussion of the
Middle East, especially his remarks on the State of Israel and “a certain Jewish [i.e.
Zionist] discourse on the Promised Land” [Specters of Marx 60] (“un certain discours
juif de la Terre” [Spectres de Marx 104]). The myopic range of Marxist critiques of
Specters of Marx is regrettable insofar as both Derrida and his Marxist critics ostensibly
offer “radical” or “oppositional” perspectives on George H. W. Bush’s New World Or-
der while ignoring imperialist practices in places like Jerusalem, Golan Heights, the
West Bank, and the Gaza Strip. In The End of the Peace Process (2001), Edward W.
Said observes, “[w]hen one considers the broad lines of Jewish philosophy from [Mar-
tin] Buber to [Emmanuel] Levinas and perceives in it an almost total absence of reflec-
tion on the ethical dimensions of the Palestinian issue, one realizes how far one has to
£0” [208]. Said does not include Derrida in this trajectory of Jewish philosophers, pos-
sibly because Derrida has repeatedly disavowed any explicit affiliation with Judaism as
religion, but I will argue here that Derrida’s disavowal is implausible if not altogether
disingenuous. In Ghostly Demarcations, Marxist responses to Derrida reveal how little
real progress has been made in Western literary theory since the early 1980s, when now-
tired debates about the Yale School echoed in nearly every humanities’ corridor in the
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United States. There are surely more compelling reasons to read Derrida today than to
settle old scores with Ithaca-Irvine varieties of deconstruction. A key goal of this article
is to enunciate Derrida’s elision of the Palestinian question, not so much to undermine
Specters of Marx, but to extend its power by venturing into domains that Derrida him-
self refuses to explore, a factor that weakens without totally disabling his deconstruction
of Marxist theory.!

The Rhetoric of Alterity

In Specters of Marx, Derrida offers a complex, challenging, and virtuostic evaluation of
Marx, focusing largely on “The Communist Manifesto” and The German Ideology. In
particular, Derrida fixes his attention upon Marx’s hostile and allegedly “obsessive”
critique of Max Stirner, a rival Hegelian and “egological” anarchist. Derrida’s criti-
cisms of Marx turn on questions of spectrality, a suggestive way of describing the pro-
cess whereby alienated or reified objects project illusory autonomy back upon the hu-
man subject. For purposes of the present essay, I draw attention to the rhetorical dimen-
sions of the exchange between Derrida and his Marxist interlocutors, rather than the
many subtleties implied by their respective analyses of this “new” concept formation.
Such a strategy is useful not only because Derrida himself relies upon it in his essay
“Marx & Sons,” but also because it reveals key assumptions held by Derrida about
deconstruction’s political value, especially in the Middle East. Various contributors to
Sprinker’s volume do an impressive job of analyzing Derrida’s critique of spectrality,
especially Jameson, Warren Montag, and Werner Hamacher, expressing varying de-
grees of satisfaction (and dissatisfaction) with Derrida’s thesis that Marx remains trapped
within an ontology of presence. With the exception of Spivak, however, none of Derrida’s
Marxist interlocutors offer convincing counterarguments or evidence to show that Derrida
is wrong when he asserts that Marx remains stuck in a mythology of the real. The best
that critics in Sprinker’s volume seem able to muster is that Derrida, like Marx, equally
remains “a prisoner” of ontology [Negri 13], or that Marx may be more “sensitive” to
spectrality than Derrida suggests [Jameson 58], adding very little to Jameson’s by now
thirty-year-old argument that deconstruction promotes a metaphysics of the text, or a
“dogma of the signifier” [Prison-House of Language 195].

Appreciative critics like Montag and Hamacher are content to explicate Specters of
Marx, without evaluating significant problems in Derrida’s analysis, and they are duly
appreciated by Derrida in his essay at the conclusion of Ghostly Demarcations. In con-
trast, essays by Eagleton and Ahmad are notable not only for their flippancy and disre-
spect toward a thinker who remains, after all, one of the major philosophers of our time,
but also because of their refusal to actually engage Derrida’s text. Ahmad seems to
hurriedly scrawl a few notes about Derrida’s book, as if it were not worthy of any sus-
tained consideration or analysis, whereas Eagleton merely ridicules Derrida without
providing much textual evidence to substantiate his rapid-fire and largely inflated claims
about Derrida’s “opportunism” or “handy revisionism” [83-84]. In his essay “Marx &
Sons,” Derrida is careful to insist upon maintaining a certain level of civility and re-
spectfulness toward his Marxist critics, drawing attention to his desire “to discuss, not
insult; to object, not belittle; to not wound” [216]. “I prefer to come before them dis-

1. Spivak makes a similar point in her essay “Ghostwriting” when she argues that “the
Specters of Marx must travel in terrains that it seems not yet to know” [82]. Her essay analyzes
Derrida’s critique of Marx in light of the Algerian author Assia Djebar’s book Vaste est la prison
(1995), and focuses on issues of women in Islam, without touching upon the question of Palestine.
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armed,” he insists [214]. If Derrida is not entirely successful in sustaining such a highly
respectful tone with his critics (his criticisms of Spivak, in particular, seem embittered),
his antimilitant gesture—before he even provides his reader with any specific refuta-
tion—offers a powerful means of establishing key differences between deconstruction
and Marxist engagement. In “Marx & Sons,” Derrida emphasizes his refusal “to go to
battle against the Marxists” [225], not merely because he has better manners than they
do, but to reveal the shortcomings implicit in the combatant and self-defeating nature of
their rhetoric. In his later, Hegelian-Marxist period, it will be remembered, Jean-Paul
Sartre argued that the encounter with the other today is irreducibly marked by a conflict
for limited economic resources. Sartre coined the term “scarcity” as a means of concep-
tualizing this “untranscendable” struggle that makes of the other a kind of “private
hell.” In Critique of Dialectical Reason, Sartre even suggested that the boxing match,
the violent confrontation between two men who seek to pulverize one another, is para-
digmatic of one’s historical relation with the other under capitalism. In opposition to the
conceptual model of the other as reified adversary, Derrida claims that “Ahmad is as
insensitive as Eagleton to variations in fone” [234, my emphasis]”; which is to say,
neither Ahmad nor Eagleton are talented at listening, a skill that is incumbent upon both
parties in any successful interlocutory exchange. Derrida himself avoids making sweeping
pronouncements or truth claims that might foreclose further dialogue between him and
his discussants. In practical terms, this means eschewing simple declarative sentences
in favor of the interrogative sentence, or the invitation to further discussion. The rheto-
ric of the question, what Derrida calls “the question of the question” [220], must also
imply a spirit of hopeful anticipation, or a waiting for the truthful word of the other.
Derrida refers to this concept as “messianicity,” which he insists is not reducible to
historical messianism in Judaism, Christianity, or Islam.

By contrast, “Abrahamic” messianism refers to the specific experiences of revela-
tion that came to prophetic figures like Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad. (It is
worth noting, however, that Derrida never includes Muhammad by name in his gene-
alogies of “valid” Middle Eastern prophets, but only by implication, or with phrases
like “etc.” or “and so on.”) Without in any way questioning the theological integrity of
the three Abrahamic religions, Derrida argues that the “universal structure of the messi-
anic” must nonetheless be distinguished from the historical experiences of revelation
within these traditions. Derrida defines “messianicity” as a fundamental aspect of the
human experience: “As soon as you address the other,” he claims, “as soon as you are
open to the future, . . . [to] waiting for someone to come: that is the opening of experi-
ence” [Deconstruction in a Nutshell 22]. But Derrida is even more specific than this:
“Each time I open my mouth, I am promising something. . . . Even if I lie, the condition
of my lie is that I promise to tell you the truth. So the promise is not just one speech act
among others; every speech act is fundamentally a promise” [22].

At times, however, Derrida will also suggest that we might not “know what
messianicity is without [Abrahamic] messianism, without these events which were
Abraham, Moses, and Jesus Christ, and so on” [23], an assertion that not only Marxist
critics might disagree with but also Hindus, Buddhists, Confucians, or adherents to
other non-Abrahamic religious traditions (not to mention agnostics and atheists). To the
extent that the historically specific word “messianicity” would be acceptable to any of
these peoples, critics excluded from Abrahamic religious genealogies would obviously
be less inclined to agree with Derrida’s speculation that we might only know
“messianicity” because of the revelations that came to the Abrahamic prophets. Derrida
will not insist upon his sentimental “hypothesis”” about Abrahamic messianism but will
hold firm to his belief in a univeral and atheological concept of the messianic. Derrida
calls this other possibility a “Heideggerian gesture” [23], or “the quasi-atheistic dryness
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of the messianic” [Specters of Marx 168] (“la sécheresse quasiment athée de ce
messianique” [Spectres de Marx 267]), urging his reader to “go back from these reli-
gions to the fundamental ontological conditions or possibilities of religions, to . . . the
groundless ground on which religions have been made possible” [Deconstruction in a
Nutshell 23]; however, his descriptions of this paradoxical “groundless ground” are
saturated with images drawn from the “arid soil” of the biblical desert, where the God
of Genesis first spoke to the prophets of the Middle East. For this reason, Derrida’s
more secular readers will understandably be skeptical about the value of conceptualiz-
ing this “universal” experience in terms of the messianic. Because words like “Abrahamic
messianism” and “revelation” necessarily carry within them the historical traces of their
previous articulations, Derrida himself is compelled to admit that such objections are
legitimate and implies that he may eventually abandon this word, after it has served its
“essentially strategic” purpose [“Marx & Sons” 254]. Its present value, he insists, is
“merely rhetorical or pedagogical.”

Derrida’s professed lack of attachment to this word is consistent with deconstructive
practices as they have been historically defined, but the fact that he believes it retains a
certain “pedagogical” and “rhetorical” value obviously raises questions about what it is
that we, his student-readers, are supposed to learn or be persuaded to accept. There is
clearly a lesson intended in Derrida’s use of the word messianic, a lesson about religion
and prophetic revelation. As we will see, this lesson will complicate Derrida’s polemi-
cal critique of Francis Fukuyama as an “evangelical” theorist who announces a liberal
“gospel” of history’s end. The Marxist critic Ahmad, who frankly confesses his bewil-
derment about Derrida’s messianic terminology [“Reconciling Derrida” 102], is scolded
because he too quickly “dispense[s] with the vast question of religion and the religious
by leveling rather muddled accusations about [the] ‘quasi-religious’ tone [of Specters of
Marx]” [“Marx & Sons” 234]. In fact, Derrida insists, “The religious question should
not be regarded as clear or settled today. One should not act as if one knew what the
‘religious’ or ‘quasi-religious’ was” [234]. Ironically, this is precisely what Derrida will
do in Specters of Marx where he defines the religious as “not just one ideological phe-
nomenon or phantomatic production among others . . . [but that which] gives to the
production of the ghost or of the ideological phantasm its originary form or its paradigm
of reference, its first ‘analogy’” [166] (“La religieux n’est donc pas un phénoméne
idéologique ou une production fantomatique parmi d’autres. D’une part, il donne sa
forme originaire ou son paradigme de référence, sa premiére «analogie» . . .” [Spectres
de Marx 264]). In this instance, Derrida explicitly conflates the concepts of the religious
and faith, which he will later differentiate in interviews with John Caputo, published in
Deconstruction in a Nutshell. In Specters of Marx, however, Derrida will bluntly assert
that the religious can also be defined as that which informs “the empty dry abstract
form” of Marxism’s emancipatory “spirit” or irreducible trace [166-67] (“cet «espirit»
du marxisme émancipateur” [Spectres de Marx 264]). Here, Derrida not only acts as if
he knew what the “religious” was, he attempts to proselytize his readers by suggesting
that they must reevaluate Marxism’s reactionary negation of the religious by reinvest-
ing historically stigmatized concepts like “spirit” and “the messianic” with valorized
meanings.

If Derrida’s recuperative use of Jewish theological concepts is reminiscent of the
writings of Walter Benjamin, he will insist that Benjamin’s concept of the messianic is
too closely allied with Judaism, a religious affiliation that compromises, if it does not
vitiate, Benjamin’s approach. “[A] considerable effort would be required to dissociate
the Benjaminian allusion to a ‘messianic power,” however weak, from any and all forms
of Judaism,” Derrida states, “‘or, again, to dissociate a certain Jewish tradition from the
usual figures or representations of messianism” [“Marx & Sons” 250]. Unlike Benjamin’s
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Judaic messianism, Derrida insinuates, his own messianism avoids this affiliation in
two ways: first, “messianicity” is only a suggestive way of discussing a “universal struc-
ture” of human experience, and, second, even its historically specific articulation, what
Derrida calls “Abrahamic messianism,” is broadened far enough to imply the theologi-
cal validity of prophetic revelation in the three major Middle Eastern religions. Derrida
would have us believe that his approach to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam is wholly
unbiased and symmetrical, whatever his personal history as a Franco-Algerian and
Sephardic Jew, and in spite of his often playful self-descriptions as “Reb Derissa” [Writing
and Difference 300] or as “a sort of Marrano” [“Marx & Sons” 261-62], that is, a Span-
ish or Portuguese Jew who was forcibly converted to Christianity in the late Middle
Ages but who continued to practice Judaism in secret. Derrida will insist that he has “no
stable position on [any biblical text], on the prophets and the Bible. . . . [T]his is an open
field. . . . Within what one calls religions—Judaism, Christianity, Islam, or other reli-
gions—there are . . . tensions, heterogeneity, disruptive volcanoes, sometimes texts,
especially those of the prophets, which cannot be reduced to an institution, to a corpus,
to a system” [Deconstruction in a Nutshell 21].

Flatly contradicting his more valorized definition of religion and the religious in
Specters of Marx, Derrida will even argue that, for him personally, “there is no such
thing as ‘religion’” [22, my emphasis]. The main offense of Ahmad, whom Derrida
rebukes for his remarks about the “quasi-religious tone” of Specters of Marx, as well as
his antireligious rejection of frankly theological concepts like messianicity, is therefore
Ahmad’s characterization of Derrida as a “quasi-religious” rather than a “quasi-atheis-
tic” philosopher. “One may always take the quasi-atheistic dryness of the messianic to
be the condition of the religions of the Book,” Derrida states [Specters of Marx 168],
meaning Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (“‘On peut toujours tenir la sécheresse quasiment
athée de ce messianique comme la condition des religions du Livre . . .” [Spectres de
Marx 267]). In both instances, the prefix “quasi-” could mean “partly” or “almost,” but
it might also mean “as if” from the Latin root of quasi, implying the mere appearance of
something that is really not so. Derrida conceptualizes messianicity as the “atheological
heritage of the messianic,” or a “quasi-atheism” [Specters of Marx 168] (“un héritage
athéologique du messianique” [Spectres de Marx 266]; “quasiment athée” [267]). He
will happily accept a description of himself as embracing a “partial” or “quasi-" athe-
ism—an atheism that secretly remains a religion—but he refuses to be described as
someone who embraces a religion in appearance only, a religion that is, in fact, not a
religion at all. Derrida’s main objection then is to “false” religion, which he seems to
equate with any organized body of believers: “If by religion you mean a set of beliefs,
dogmas, or institutions—the church, e.g.—then I would say that religion as such can be
deconstructed, and not only can but should be deconstructed . . .” [Deconstruction in a
Nutshell 22]. In this way, Derrida retrospectively attempts to distance himself from
Orthodox Judaism, or any specific Abrahamic religious tradition, affirming instead a
secular concept of faith, which he insists must be distinguished from the religious. “[Flaith
is not religious, strictly speaking,” Derrida states, “at least it cannot be totally deter-
mined by a given religion” [22]. Unlike religion, faith is “absolutely universal” and
what is meant when Derrida evokes the more general concept of “messianicity” or the
messianic structure: “You cannot address the other, speak to the other, without an act of
faith . . . , a faith that cannot be reduced to a theoretical statement” [22]. Derrida there-
fore claims to be a man of faith, but not religion.

The obvious problem with this distinction is that Jewish peoples will have fewer
problems with it—as well as with Derrida’s “quasi-atheistic” definitions of spirit, rev-
elation, and the messianic—than either Christians or Muslims, for whom Specters of
Marx will now begin to sound like the disguised form of Judaism that it really is. If we
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set aside the largely impertinent question of Derrida’s actual religious beliefs, focusing
instead upon the theoretical actuality of these concepts for Judaism’s sibling rivals,
basic differences in theological orientation are enormous if not insurmountable. This is
so not only because it is only the Jews who claim that the Messiah is “yet to come,”
since both Christians and Muslims believe that he has already come in the historical
personage of Jesus of Nazareth, but also because Derrida’s “universal structure” of
messianicity, which privileges speaking over writing but in a radically anti-Platonic
sense, implies a theology of the voice, spirit, or “breath” (in Latin, spiritus means “breath”
or “breathing”). In his essay “Spirits Armed and Unarmed,” Montag has already shown
how “what Derrida once denounced [in Of Grammatology] as logocentrism . . . might
more accurately be called [in Specters of Marx] a ‘pneumacentrism’” [73]. Montag’s
critique draws upon Michel Foucault’s prior analysis of Derrida and “the spiritualist
nature of the deconstructive enterprise” [76]. Against Derrida, Foucault argued in “What
Is an Author?” that to “think writing as absence” is to promote a spiritualist theology
[120]. This same aspect of Derrida’s latent Judaism is discussed in Susan Handelman’s
volume The Slayers of Moses. Handelman shows how “The Jewish idea of an invisible
God culminates in the confession of faith: ‘Hear O Israel [Handelman’s emphasis].’”
Handelman goes on to state “The invisible [in Judaic theology] is manifested through
sound and the divine word does not become ‘fulfilled’ or hypostatized into a present
being. Revelation is not appearance” [34].

Like Judaic creationist theology, Derrida’s theory of the “universal” structure of
language—or “messianicity”—ignores important textual and ontological distinctions
that are inherent to Christian and Islamic belief systems. For Derrida, belief in the Chris-
tian God-Man (or Jesus Christ) as well as the “gathered” Heavenly Book (or Qur’an)
unavoidably implies belief in competing “logocentrisms™ and the necessity of
deconstructive analysis. Derrida’s essay “The Pharmakon,” for instance, is as much a
deconstruction of Christian belief systems as it is of the Platonic stigmatization of writ-
ing. For Muslims, on the other hand, Jesus (or Issa), while remaining the Messiah,
occupies a merely prophetic status; that is, Muslims like Jews reject Christian doctrines
of the incarnation and the trinity. This does not of course mean that Issa (or J esus) is not
highly venerated by Muslims as prophet and messiah, merely that he is not a god, nor
did he undergo the ordeal of crucifixion. In Islam, irreducible truth in the “universal” or
“messianic” sense affirmed by Derrida is uniquely manifest in Qur’anic revelation. In
other words, if we must be suspicious of totalized or “gathered” concepts of “Judaism,”
“Christianity,” or “Islam” as monolithic human communities (in the sense implied by
Said’s healthy critique in Covering Islam of the “word politics” of a term like “Islam”),
there nonetheless remain irreducible historical doctrines that may not be willed away by
fiat. As Theodor W. Adorno never tired of insisting, concepts themselves may not es-
cape their own historicity, even theological ones. What must be emphasized here is that
most Muslims will at least insist that the Qur’an is God’s revealed word whereas Chris-
tians almost universally affirm a concept of messianic incarnation. From these non-
Judaic perspectives, the “universal” structure of messianicity, or “messianism without
content” [Specters of Marx 65] (“messianisme sans contenu”; “messianique sans
messianisme” [Spectres de Marx 112]), tends to recast both religions as distorted or
even heretical forms of Judaism, implying that all three of these Abrahamic theologies
posit messianic truth as absence. Derrida ignores the obvious fact that Christians and
Muslims are not likely to believe that their most deeply cherished truths are appropriate
objects for deconstructive analysis. To the extent that Derrida insists we are all men and
women of “faith” and that we all necessarily await this irreducible truth-to-come—
whether we are believing Jews or not—Derrida no longer may be said to solicit the
voice of the other but instead to promote a rhetoric of alterity.
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Derrida on Fukuyama

In Specters of Marx, Derrida criticizes Francis Fukuyama for promoting a neoimperial-
istic vision of history’s end, or for retrospectively justifying the triumph of Western
capitalism in the post-Cold War era of the so-called New World Order. While convinc-
ingly demonstrating how the Hegelian-Christian Fukuyama tends to privilege a specific
angle of “the eschatological triangle [of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam]” [60] (“le
triangle eschatologique” [Spectres de Marx 104]), or how, for Fukuyama, “the End of
History is essentially a Christian eschatology” [Specters of Marx 60, my emphasis]
(“Cette fin de 1’Histoire est essentiellement une eschatologie chrétienne” [Spectres de
Marx 105]), Derrida has practically nothing to say about the “historically prior” Jewish
angle of this triangle, as if it were Liberalist Hegelian ideology—and not Jewish-Israeli
Zionism—which has provided the theological, ideological, and ethical impetus for the
twentieth-century colonization of Christian and Muslim lands in Arab Palestine. In fact,
the word “Zionism” is totally absent from Derrida’s book in favor of euphemisms like
“Judaism” and “Jewish philosophy”—implying that the latter are entirely reducible to
the former: Zionist discourse in Specters of Marx is uniformly conflated with “Jewish
discourse,” or the “Jewish prefiguration of the Promised land” [60, my emphasis] (“cette
figure chrétienne croise 1’annonce juive de la Terre promise” [Spectres de Marx 103]).
Derrida’s critique of Marx and Marxism not only tends to elide the question of Pales-
tine, it promotes Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man (1992) as a red
herring so that Derrida’s readers may focus upon Liberalist Christian rather than Israeli
Zionist forms of imperialism. While no one can deny that certain forms of evangelical
Christianity in the United States, whether they are articulated by sophisticated State
Department intellectuals like Fukuyama or Bible Belt Protestants, have served to rein-
force historically racist policies aimed at Arab Muslims and Christians in Palestine, it
may be worse than misleading to aim exclusively at such targets while remaining silent
about actual Zionist policies that have been implemented in Jerusalem/Al-Quds, the
West Bank, Gaza, Golan Heights, and so on. Unlike Derrida, Fukuyama criticizes the
illegal Israeli siege of Arab Palestine as an example of a particularly oppressive and
outdated form of imperialism [385n17], comparing “the Israeli occupation of the West
Bank” to the French occupation of Algeria before decolonization; the United States’s
military interventions in Vietnam; the Libyans in Chad; the Soviets in Afghanistan, and
so on [275]. Fukuyama even condemns Israeli policies in the West Bank because they
deny “the right of [a] national group to live independently in [its] traditional homeland”
[274]. While Fukuyama may indeed be charged with promoting a retrograde Hegelian-
Christian vision of Jerusalem’s future, he nonetheless makes clear his view that current
Israeli practices must be overturned as an “unprofitable” form of “territorial conquest”
[275].

In fact, Fukuyama states clearly his belief that Orthodox Judaism is “very hard to
reconcile with liberalism and [with] the recognition of universal rights, particularly
freedom of conscience or religion” [217]. Given the rather obvious fact that Arab Chris-
tians and Muslims in Israel, like “colored” peoples living under South African apart-
heid, are routinely denied basic civil rights on the basis of their race and creed,
Fukuyama’s statement may seem controversial—even offensive from a Jewish but anti-
Zionist perspective—but it is certainly understandable why an outside observer like
Fukuyama (and others who are equally bewildered by the ontological distinctions im-
plied by current Israeli law) might venture such an equation. Derrida, however, criti-
cizes Fukuyama for “associat[ing] a certain Jewish discourse of the Promised Land [i.e.
Zionism] with the powerlessness of economic materialism” [Specters of Marx 60]
(“Fukuyama associe un certain discours juif de la Terre promise a I’'impuissance du
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matérialisme économiste” [Spectres de Marx 104]); that is, Fukuyama criticizes both
Marxists and Zionists, who should equally feel slighted at having their respective “dis-
courses” characterized as “powerless” or theoretically archaic. In this instance, Derrida
explicitly positions himself as defender of both Marxism and “a certain Jewish dis-
course of the Promised Land” against Fukuyama’s Christian and “eschatological” cri-
tique: “[I]t is in the name of a Christian interpretation of the struggle for recognition,
and thus of the exemplary European Community, that [Fukuyama] criticizes Marx and
proposes to correct his materialist economism . . . ,” Derrida states [Specters of Marx
61] (“c’est au nom d’une interprétation chrétienne de la lutte pour la reconnaissance et
donc de I’Etat universel, et donc de I’exemplaire Communauté européene, que I’auteur
de La Fin de I’histoire et le Dernier Homme (1’homme chrétien) critique Marx et pro-
pose de corriger son économisme matérialiste . . .” [Spectres de Marx 105-06]). One
would be all too willing to express solidarity with Derrida’s deconstruction of the latent
imperialism of Fukuyama’s evangelical vision were it not for the added baggage of this
other “falsely maligned” discourse. In other words, Derrida’s assertion that “the ancient
ancientness” of the messianic is the condition that “will always remain” [Specters of
Marx 8/Spectres de Marx 144] is no more viable than Fukuyama’s preposterous claim
that the “ideal of liberal democracy could not be improved upon” [End of History 64].
Both offer competing dogmatisms that are equally unattractive although in different
ways and for different reasons.” It is nonetheless ironic that the conservative “State
Department intellectual” Fukuyama is compelled to criticize the illegal Israeli occupa-
tion of Palestinian lands, and to affirm the right of Palestinians to self-determination
[End of History 274-15], whereas Derrida seems to go out of his way to obscure and
even distort this indispensable aspect of Fukuyama’s analysis.

After adumbrating Fukuyama’s latent religious bias, without claiming any religious
affiliation of his own (other than a “quasi-atheistic” one), Derrida warns that the resur-
gence of religion in the Middle East must not be arrogantly dismissed but taken seri-
ously and understood, especially by Marxist critics, who often underestimate the au-
tonomy and power of the religious. Because the concepts of religion and faith are
conflated in this section of Derrida’s analysis—that is, before he retrospectively differ-
entiates these terms but also in opposition to Marx’s reduction of the religious to ideol-
ogy [Specters of Marx 166/Spectres de Marx 264]—the reader is left to consider one of
three possibilities pursuant to this warning: (1) Derrida means the return of religion in
its purely negative valence, as “dogma, institutions, church” [Deconstruction in a Nut-
shell 22]; (2) he means the concept of “faith” or messianicity as a universal structure
apart from one’s culturally specific religious affiliation; or (3) he means both at the
same time. Whichever formulation is correct, Derrida’s analysis of religion’s return is
deeply flawed for a number of reasons. Assuming that Derrida forecasts religion’s re-
turn in its positive valence (that is, as “universal” messianicity), his argument negates
Fukuyama’s neo-Hegelian imperialism by offering a latent Jewish imperialism in its
place: “At stake first of all,” he argues, “is that which takes the original form of a return
of the religious, whether fundamentalist or not, and which overdetermines all questions
of nation, State, international law, human rights, Bill of Rights . . .” [Specters of Marx
167, my emphasis] (“Il y va d’abord de ce qui prend la forme originale d’un retour du

2. Fukuyama’s bifurcation of the human, or what he calls “the universal” or “transhistorical
standard” [288], into the Manichean and bogus categories of the “historical” and “post-histori-
cal” subject is emblematic of the mercenary and often revolting nature of his worldview. If Derrida
is offended by his derogatory remarks about Orthodox Judaism, few Arab Muslims or Christians
who live on the east side of the Jordan River (or within the Occupied Territories themselves) are
happy with Fukuyama’s recent apologetics for the military interventions of the Bush-Cheney Ad-
ministration.
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religieux, qu’il soit ou non fondamentaliste, et qui surdétermine toutes les questions de
la nation, de I’Etat, du droit international, des droits de I’homme, et du Bill of Rights
...” [Spectres de Marx 265]). If by “religion” in this instance Derrida actually means
“faith,” the unavoidable implication is that his own belief in the “universal” structure of
messianicity should override every political consideration imaginable, a bold if im-
plausible suggestion, especially for Christians and Muslims; that is, if Derrida’s con-
cepts of the messianic cannot be dissociated from Jewish religion, as I have argued here,
Derrida’s insistence that the “return of the religious” is “first of all at stake” may imply
a Jewish political agenda of staggeringly absurd portions. In other words, it is extremely
unlikely that non-Jewish readers of Derrida will be comfortable with the implication
that neither law, human rights, nationalism, State, and so on, may be conceptualized
without first taking into account the Jewish belief that the entire human race ceaselessly
awaits the coming of the Messiah (whether figuratively as in a “truth-to-come” or in a
more literal religious sense), especially Palestinian Christians and Muslims. As we have
seen, for Christians in particular, truth is never a matter of “seeing what is heard”
[Handelman 34], but worshipping an Incarnate Word that was already seen, that entered
into the silent plane of the ontological, and that is proclaimed as “good news” by those
who witnessed the messianic event. Similarly, for Muslims, Derrida’s “universal” mes-
sianic truth implies the inherent falsity of Qur’anic revelation, a truthful word that has
already come; that is, Derrida’s concept of messianicity carries within it the assumption
that a revealed truth is valid only on the condition that it not arrive.

A second possibility is that Derrida means that “what is first of all at stake” is the
resurgence of religion in its purely negative valence. This is how Jameson, in any event,
interprets Derrida’s remarks, stating that, for Derrida, “religion is once again very much
on the agenda of any serious attempt to come to terms with the specificity of our time”
[“Marx’s Purloined Letter” 53]. If Jameson is correct, Derrida’s thesis about the resur-
gence of religion, especially in the neighborhood of Jerusalem, merely repeats the baldest
clichés of Orientalist “experts” who routinely refuse to discuss the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict in secular or historical terms.’ Nearly thirty years ago, Edward Said made a

3. The religious in Specters of Marx is synonymous with messianicity, or the “absolute”
structure of universal faith [Specters of Marx 166—-67/Spectres de Marx 264], but in later works
signifies mere dogmatism, reified institutions, or any organized form of religion [Deconstruction
in a Nutshell 21-22; “Marx & Sons” 234]. In other words, the religious for Derrida is here
messianicity and there a dogmatism in need of deconstruction. In his response to Jameson’s essay
“Marx’s Purloined Letter,” Derrida relies upon this “sleight of hand” technique to deflect atten-
tion away from important questions that Jameson raises about the return of “the archaic phan-
tasm” of religious fundamentalism. For the most part, Jameson limits his discussion of religion’s
return to the context of European high culture, but he also historicizes “postmodern aesthetic
religion” in Europe by dialectically juxtaposing it to the rise of contemporary religious funda-
mentalisms throughout the world [ “Marx’s Purloined Letter” 52-53]. Jameson therefore evokes
the return of the religious as an historical fact that must be carefully considered. If religion is
“back on the agenda” for Jameson, it is therefore “back” in the way that any historical catastro-
phe returns, not unlike a war, plague, famine, or any other crisis in need of urgent attention. In
contrast, Derrida insinuates that he and Jameson are at one regarding the religious: his footnote
to this effect reads, “See on this point Jameson's very apt comments on the religious and the
theory of religion in Marx” [268n77, my emphasis]. Derrida goes on to affirm his own dogmatic
views regarding “the irreducibility of the religious model,” implying that Jameson'’s comments
on the religious in history refer to the religious as transcendental ideality; that is, Derrida cites
his “full agreement” with Jameson's discussion of the religious while “leaving to one side a
historical urgency, namely, the fact that the geopolitical situation today requires us to rethink the
question of religion” [256, my emphasis]. In effect, Jameson’s theorization of the return of the
religious as historical disaster is coopted and cancelled as irrelevant: or, Derrida implies that
Jameson fully agrees with his views regarding the irreducibility of the religious model, while
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similar point about the Jewish American scholar Bernard Lewis, whose essay “The
Return of Islam” (1976), originally published as “The Revolt of Islam” (1964), rational-
ized Palestinian resistance to Israeli occupation as “Islamic resurgence”: “with Bernard
Lewis, you say that if Arab Palestinians oppose Israeli settlement and occupation of
their lands,” Edward Said wrote, “then that is merely ‘the return of Islam... History,
politics, and economics do not matter” [Orientalism 104]. “Literal” Zionism, or the
belief that a particular geographical region was promised by God to a select ethnic
group, is not fundamentally a religious or doctrinal concern of Palestinian Christians
and Muslims, whose sufferings because of such beliefs are of a more pedestrian order.
In the Israeli-Palestinian context, rhetorical and Orientalist invocations of religious “re-
surgence” are almost always disingenuous: beyond the fact that religious “return” usu-
ally means the return of Islam, they also tend to displace more basic questions like how
and why can an entire people’s civil rights be denied them on theocratic grounds? While
some Orthodox Jews might indeed be expected to speculate upon the deeper theological
meaning of their historical “return” to a mythical homeland, Palestinian Christians and
Arabs obviously exert a geopolitical or more “literal” claim to this same homeland, the
claim of stolen property.

Derrida’s dramatization of religion’s recent “return,” like his insistence upon the
“universal structure” of messianicity, fails to respect Christianity and Islam in their
irreducible difference from Judaism, a classically imperialist gesture in which the Other
is rewritten as a lesser or inauthentic version of oneself. This is so because Derrida
wrongly assumes that all three Abrahamic religions press identical religious claims upon
Jerusalem as their Promised Land. For Derrida, Middle Eastern violence is not a merely
secular struggle for land; it is an apocalyptic “unleashing of messianic eschatologies”
[Specters of Marx 58] (“déchainement des eschatologies messianiques” [Spectres de
Marx 101]). In the West, however, from the time of the earliest Christian crusades to
George W. Bush’s more recent malapropism describing his war on Afghanistan as a
“crusade,” the religious has mostly served as mere ruse for political powers seeking
extrinsic support for their crassly economic ventures. Similarly, the vast majority of
Levantine Muslims have dismissed Saddam Hussein’s and Osama Bin Laden’s respec-
tive appeals to jihad as crass political manipulations of the Islamic religion (while ap-
preciating the historical frustrations of extremists who have been persuaded by such
demagogues). In terms of religious doctrine, both of Judaism’s sibling rivals find their
historically unique identities only by renouncing such claims in any messianic or theo-

tabling for discussion the question of religious fundamentalism (for instance, in Israel and the
Occupied Territories since 1967). Derrida simply ignores the fact that Jameson has consistently
maintained that the religious signifies ideology in its negative valence, as a false or distorted
form of human consciousness, or a dream from which we must awaken. If we don’t get out of
ideology, according to Jameson, we can and must get out of religion. In fact, Jameson conceptu-
alizes Derrida’s theorization of messianicity as a variety of Benjaminian Marxism, or as an idea
that is insufficient in itself, and that carries with it “the whole feeling of dashed hopes and impos-
sibility” [ “Marx’s Purloined Letter” 62]. With muted enthusiasm, Jameson qualifies his approval
of a secularized or Marxist concept of the messianic by reminding Derrida that he is not himself
a Jew and cannot therefore fully accept all that is intended by this concept: “we must be very
subtle,” Jameson states, “in the way in which, particularly those of us who are not believing Jews
and are very from such kinds of beliefs, understand the coming of the Messiah” [62, my empha-
sis]. Overriding Jameson’s “equivocations,” Derrida brings Jameson into the messianic fold,
effectively converting America’s most prominent Marxist into yet another “man of faith.” In a
move that replicates his misleading critique of Ahmad on the question of religion, Derrida “chan-
nel-jams” the attempts of Jameson to position religious fundamentalism in the framework of
critical analysis, or to inquire into the precise nature of the relation between his own politics and
Jewish orthodox belief systems.

diacritics / spring 2001 65

This content downloaded from
79.129.236.13 on Wed, 13 Jan 2021 06:52:55 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



logical sense. Islam, for instance, finds its own mission precisely when Muhammad
redirects the prayers of his followers away from Jerusalem, towards the Ka’ba in Mecca.
The vast majority of Christians, on the other hand, assert that the Covenant promising
the Israelites a specific geographical territory was part of the Old Covenant that is ren-
dered null and void by the New Covenant: “I will conclude a New Covenant with the
House of Israel and the House of Judah, says the Lord. It will not be like the Covenant I
made with their forefathers when I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt”’
[Hebrews 8: 7-13]. In a scriptural or doctrinal sense, Christians and Muslims tend to
agree that the Israelites lost their claim upon the Promised Land out of disobedience to
the “Old” Covenant. From an Orthodox Jewish perspective, such views may seem of-
fensive to some, but for believing Christians and Muslims they remain inextricable
from the deepest essences of their faiths: which is to say, neither Christianity nor Islam
may be reduced to Jewish heresies.

In contrast, Derrida makes of these Abrahamic religions including anti-Zionist va-
rieties of Judaism (but also Fukuyama’s Liberal Hegelian evangelism), identical part-
ners in the Zionist obsession with “re-taking” Jerusalem. If his comments on “the war
for Jerusalem” were merely a matter of divergent doctrinal perspectives, Derrida’s af-
finities for Judaic religion might well prove interesting in the same way that his essays
on Jabes, Levinas, Augustine, and others have proven to be thought provoking for count-
less readers interested in theology. However, by conflating the three Abrahamic reli-
gious doctrines as secret and identical sharers in the obsession with Jerusalem, a num-
ber of basic historical facts tend to be neglected. First and foremost is the fact that the
State of Israel has illegally occupied the city of Jerusalem since 1967, when Moshe
Dyan declared at the Wailing Wall, “We have reunited the torn city, the capital of Israel”
[Talal 28], restoring the “unity” of Jerusalem in flagrant opposition to international law
and numerous UN resolutions;* that is, one angle of the so-called “eschatological tri-
angle” has relentlessly pursued its religious dream of possessing Jerusalem in a particu-
larly violent, oppressive, and appalling way. What Derrida calls the “war for the appro-
priation of Jerusalem” is perhaps better characterized as the “Israeli war for the appro-
priation of Jerusalem,” a war that has by no means been carried out by equally obsessed
or endowed partners. Furthermore, it is questionable that what Derrida calls “the war
for the appropriation of Jerusalem” can accurately be applied to Arab Christians and
Muslims, for whom the term “appropriation” tends to grossly distort the historical real-
ity of their situation. In common parlance, the word appropriation means “to take pos-
session of, or to make use of for oneself, often without permission or legal right,” a
description that can only be said to apply to the State of Israel but not to Palestinian
Arabs. If someone steals my wallet, for instance, it would certainly seem odd to call me
a thief for wanting it back. In such an instance, it is unlikely that many would describe
me as someone who seeks to make use of my wallet “without permission or legal right.”
From this perspective, when Derrida states that “[the war for the appropriation of Jerusa-
lem] is happening everywhere” [Specters of Marx 58] (“Elle a lieu partout” [Spectres de
Marx 101]), he does more than simply indulge in hyperbole, he distorts the basic facts
of Palestinian-Israeli history.

4. UN Resolutions relating to the UN's opposition to the illegal Israeli occupation of Jerusa-
lem since June 5, 1967, include: Resolution 2253 (ES-V) of the General Assembly, dated July 4,
1967; Resolution 2254 (ES-V) of the General Assembly, dated July 14, 1967, Resolution 252 of
the Security Council, dated May 21, 1968; Resolution 267 of the Security Council, dated July 3,
1969; Resolution 271 of the Security Council, dated September 15, 1969; Resolution 298 of the
Security Council, dated September 25, 1971; Resolution of the General Assembly (32/5), dated
October 28, 1977; and Resolution 446 of the Security Council, dated March 22, 1979.
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In Specters of Marx, far from criticizing Zionist policies, Derrida repeatedly and
deliberately deflects attention away from past Israeli actions, first by implying that all
nationalisms equally promote “promised land” narratives and, second, by insinuating
that the real fault for illegal Israeli actions in Palestinian lands must be laid at the door-
step of the international community, not at that of Israeli-Jewish peoples themselves (or
“diasporic” Jews). “Beyond even alliances with a chosen people,” Derrida states, “there
is no nationality or nationalism that is not religious or mythological, let us say ‘mysti-
cal’ in the broad sense” [Specters of Marx 91] (“il n’est pas de nationalité, ou de
nationalisme, qui ne soit religieux ou mythologique, disons en un sens large <<mys-
tique>>" [Spectres de Marx 149]); or, later, “every ideological phenomenon is marked
by a degree of religiosity” [“Marx & Sons” 256]. One implication of such remarks is
that, in asserting a unique religious claim to contested Palestinian-Israeli territories,
Zionists would seem merely to be doing what every other nation in the world must do,
only they are presumably more “honest” about their territorial blood rights; that is,
according to this formulation, all nationalisms, including that of Arab Palestinians, be-
come secret Zionisms. To make matters worse, Derrida apparently assuages his non-
Jewish readers’ anxieties regarding their possible fates within such “mystical” or “mytho-
logical” confederations by assuring them that “there is no inheritance without a call to
responsibility” [Specters of Marx 91] (“Pas d’héritage sans appel a la responsabilité”
[Spectres de Marx 150]). In regard to international law, Derrida will similarly remark
that, to fully account for the founding of the State of Israel in any historical sense, “‘one
would have to analyze . . . the violence that preceded, constituted, and followed [its
founding] on every side, at the same time in conformity with and in disregard of an
international law that therefore appears today to be at the same time more contradictory,
imperfect, and thus more perfectible and necessary than ever” [Specters of Marx 58,
Derrida’s emphasis] (“Il faudrait analyser . . . en particulier depuis la fondation de 1’ Etat
d’Israél, les violences qui de toute part I’ont précédée, constituée, accompagnée et suivie,
a la fois en conformité et au la fois plus contradictoire, imparfait et donc plus insuffisant,
perfectible et nécessaire que jamais” [Spectres de Marx 101]). Here, Derrida rightly
(and unavoidably) emphasizes Israel’s historical disregard of international law, and the
fact that UN, British, and American declarations regarding Israel’s formation failed to
sufficiently take into account that, from the perspective of the vast majority of Arab
Christians and Muslims, Palestinian territory was not theirs to grant, but his formula-
tion also implies a more general dialectical process in Israeli history, a “give-and-take”
between respectfulness and defiance of international law, that is simply false. In the
specific case of the occupation of Jerusalem, for instance, Israel has repeatedly and
flagrantly violated international law, including the reversal of its own prior agreement
to the 1949 UN proposal for a corpus separatum of Jerusalem as the price of its state-
hood, a fact that even zealous figures like David Ben Gurion have frankly admitted
[Talal 20]. Moreover, Derrida’s statement implies that it may well be “flawed” interna-
tional laws themselves, not Israeli disregard of them, that are ultimately responsible for
Middle Eastern violence. Taken to its logical conclusion, Derrida’s formulation implies
that the present political situation might not be so serious if only the laws themselves
were better written, or more “perfect.” However, Derrida never bothers to ask what the
situation might be if the State of Israel simply adhered to international laws rather than
arrogantly ignoring them.

Instead of holding Israelis responsible for their violations of such laws, Derrida
consistently deflects attention away from Zionist imperialism, even at those moments
where he articulates his bluntest criticisms of it. “Like those of blood, nationalisms of
native soil not only sow hatred,” Derrida tells us, “not only commit crimes, they have
no future, they promise nothing even if, like stupidity or the unconscious, they hold fast
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to it” [Specters of Marx 169] (“Comme ceux de sang, les nationalismes du sol ne sément
pas seulement la haine, ils ne commettent pas seulement le crime, ils n’ont aucun avenir,
ils ne promettent rien, méme s’ils gardent, comme la bétise ou I’inconscient, la vie
dure” [Spectres de Marx 268-69]). Derrida could not be more correct in this assertion,
but this realization does not in any way propel him toward the deconstruction of Israeli
Zionism. Instead, the more fundamental question seems to be how Jerusalem can be
made more habitable—that is, more fully occupied—"without killing the future in the
name of old frontiers” [Specters of Marx 169] (“sans tuer I’avenir au nom de vieilles
frontieres” [Spectres de Marx 268]). The gravest danger for Israeli Zionists seems to lie
in the potential withering of the messianic truth-to-come. Derrida ponders what will
happen to the “messianic” once every square inch of “promised” real estate has been
fully secured. Once the “promise” becomes a reality, that is, once the Zionist dream is
fully realized, Israeli and “diasporic” Jews may end up with nothing left to anticipate.
They will therefore be in the same “unfortunate” position as Christians with their Incar-
nate Logos or Muslims with their Revealed Word. It goes without saying that Palestin-
ian Arabs may not find this last danger to be a particularly urgent one, at least not as
urgent as keeping one’s property from being bulldozed, or being killed oneself in yet
another illegal air strike.

The main result of the theological elision in which Jews, Christians, and Muslims
are assembled under the “neutral” banner of Abrahamic messianism, as well as Derrida’s
denial of the illegal military occupation of Jerusalem in any historical sense, is that
Israeli-Zionist responsibility for the devastating effects of this “religious” obsession
tends to be displaced, if not altogether absolved. In a more general sense, we may say
then that Derrida’s “quasi-atheistic” theorization of the messianic, as either “universal”
structure or historical messianism, effectively assigns Christians and Muslims a
marginalized place within a clearly defined Jewish political economy. In this regard,
Derrida’s approach is coterminous with the official Israeli position assigning itself legal
custody of shared holy places as “present guardian” (according to the so-called Israel
Protection of Holy Places Law, enacted on June 27, 1967); that is, if Arab Christians and
Muslims are partners with Israeli Jews in their access to such sites, they remain junior
partners at best, rather than full equals. In fact, Derrida’s position in Specters of Marx is
reminiscent of that of the late Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin, who stated to
Anwar Sadat in 1977, “We can assure . . . both the Islamic and Christian worlds . . . that
forever and ever access will be free without hindrance to the Holy Places sanctified to
each faith” [Talal 13]. The only problem with this assertion, as Jordanian Prince Hassan
bin Talal once remarked, is that it “assumes that Jerusalem, the whole of the city, will
remain ‘forever and ever’ under Israeli territorial sovereignty” [13].

Conclusion

Over the last forty years, the writings of Derrida have exerted an enormous influence on
Western intellectuals, especially in England and the United States. It would be fatuous
and unjust not to acknowledge the often positive social impact of Derrida’s work, which
has helped reorient the very grounds of critical inquiry in the West. In his influential
essay on apartheid, Derrida once suggested that “the task for us today is to learn to
speak the language of the other without renouncing our own” [“Apartheid’s Last Word”
333]. However, in Specters of Marx, Derrida does not “speak the language of the other”
but instead recasts the other as a distorted and weaker version of himself. While Derrida
reaffirms his deconstruction of South African apartheid, specifically by dedicating his
lectures on Marx to former ANC secretary Chris Hani, he misses his chance to be a
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liberator of these other “colored” peoples and instead sides with one of the last mani-
festly racist governments in world history. Derrida also conflates anti-Zionist varieties
of Judaism with Zionist Judaism, as if all “messianic eschatologies” were Zionisms.
Properly speaking, however, Zionism is not reducible to Judaism, only to a particular
inflection of the Jewish religion and even some paradoxical inflections of Christianity
and Islam. (For that matter, Zionist ideology is not exclusive to adherents of Abrahamic
religion but is often embraced by secular, agnostic, or atheistic peoples.) For the sake of
deconstruction itself, which, properly speaking, does not belong to Derrida,
deconstruction must become the unapologetic deconstruction of Zionist imperialism;
that is, an affirmation of a future in which “an experience of the impossible” is available
to all those who claim Abrahamic affiliation, as well as those who are indifferent to
messianic ghosts. To the extent that it is possible, this deconstruction must also avoid
deliberately obscuring basic human rights questions that are far from obscure. Unin-
formed readers seeking to understand “the war for Jerusalem” should not be put in the
position of the befuddled scholar (that is, the “good” Horatio) who must decipher cryp-
tic observations (or “ghostly figures”) that are really smoke screens behind which the
theorist can disappear. The Palestinian question, while the result of a complex history,
involves fundamental civil rights issues that are neither complicated nor ambiguous.

Because these issues are secular ones, Derrida’s invocation of “religion’s return” in
this context is not only unhelpful, but actually tends to mandate a “resolution” of the
Palestinian question that is one-sidedly pro-Israeli and pro-Jewish. In opposition to
Derrida’s biased descriptions of “the war for Jerusalem,” the reader of Specters of Marx
must keep in mind a number of considerations. First, the State of Israel, as it is currently
constituted, remains an ethnic democracy, granting full civil rights to only a single eth-
nic group (sometimes imagined in religious rather than racially essentialist terms). Among
countless other discriminatory laws, perhaps the most appalling is the 1950 Law of
Return, which grants Jews from anywhere in the world the right to immigrate to Israel
while no Arab Palestinian may return to land that was forcibly confiscated from him/her
or family members in the recent past. The World Zionist Organization-Jewish Agency
(Status) Law of 1952 similarly gives Israelis of “Jewish nationality” the exclusive right
to purchase land, as well as special economic rights and social security benefits [Findley
91]. Throughout Israel and Israeli-occupied territories, Arab Christians and Muslims
must also carry identity cards at all times that clarify their inferior ethnic status as “non-
Jews,” and that enable their subjugation to countless forms of legalized racial harass-
ment, economic hardship, and personal humiliation. These laws along with many others
in Israel do not really require sophisticated deconstructive analysis nor agonized ethical
inquiry to ascertain their possible injustice, which for most supporters of human rights
will be self-evident.

Second, whatever the shortcomings of his “evangelical” analysis of history’s end,
Francis Fukuyama could not be more correct when he calls the current Israeli occupa-
tion of the West Bank an obsolete and oppressive form of “territorial conquest” [275]. It
is therefore ironic that the left in general, and academic critics in particular, have
uncritically accepted Derrida’s stigmatization of The End of History and the Last Man
as an apology for US imperial hegemony, when Derrida himself, in his subtle defense of
Zionist ideology, performs this same function in a more complex if indirect and less
honest way. Even Said, for instance, has joined the chorus of those who follow Derrida’s
lead in characterizing Fukuyama as an “apologist of an exultant Western tradition”
[“Afterword” 347], but fail to appreciate Fukuyama’s largely accurate critique of Zion-
ist imperialism. In fact, in Specters of Marx Derrida effectively negotiates a careful
reconciliation between Anglo-American leftist theory and Zionist (that is, racially es-
sentialist) ideology. “Marxism remains at once indispensable and structurally insuffi-
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cient,” Derrida insists. “It is still necessary but provided it be transformed and adapted
to new conditions and a new thinking of the ideological . . .” [Specters of Marx 58, my
emphasis] (“le marxisme reste a la fois indispensable et structurellement insuffisant:
encore nécessaire mais pourvu qu’on le transforme et 1’adapte a de nouvelles conditions
et a une autre pensée de I’idéologique . . .” [Spectres de Marx 101]).

As I have tried to show here, however, what Derrida calls this “new thinking of the
ideological,” alternately described by him as a “universal messianicity,” actually im-
poses a concept of the universal that is saturated with historical particularity and a spe-
cific political bias. Derrida’s messianic structure militates for a Jewish concept of mes-
sianic truth as absence that in fact subordinates non-Jewish peoples, especially Palestin-
ian Christians and Muslims, to its own idiosyncratic logic. For Derrida, then, it may not
be Marx’s latent metaphysics that provides the biggest obstacle for those who continue
to insist upon the viability of Marxist theory (although this too must be taken into ac-
count), but the possible refusal of leftist theorists to adhere to a Zionist-friendly concept
of ideology. Categorically rejecting all competing modes of theorizing the ideological,
Derrida remains faithful to his own “undeconstructable” messianic ideal/idol, which he
elevates above “law or right and even human rights—and an idea of democracy” [Spec-
ters of Marx 59] (“une idée de la justice—que nous distinguons toujours du droit et
méme des droits de I"’homme—et une idée de la démocratie” [Spectres de Marx 102]). It
is here that Jameson’s argument about deconstruction’s promotion of a dogma of the
signifier redounds in a particularly forceful way; which is not to agree with Negri and
Macherey that Derrida always and everywhere promotes a secret ontology, but to say
that he does not always remain true to what is best in the project he has called
deconstruction. In Specters of Marx, Derrida suggests that Marxism’s very future is
contingent upon its conceptual “transformation” according to his own narrowly reli-
gious and culturally specific terms. Against Derrida’s efforts to straitjacket Marxist theory,
Marxism—if not deconstruction as well—must precisely avoid undergoing any such
“transformation,” especially if it seeks to play any significant role in dismantling Zion-
ist imperialism and apartheid.
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