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Rhetoricity at the End of the World

Diane Davis 

abstr act

The putative dichotomy between meaning and matter is mostly resolved in 
 rhetorical studies through a negative deconstruction in which “world” is covered 
by an all-encompassing discursive field. In response to this radical linguisticism, 
I return to Derrida, who is often cited as one of its mouthpieces, to pick up his 
elaborations of the textual structuring of life “itself,” both genetic and psychic, the 
ontologizing force of which I’ll describe as a prelusive and anahuman rhetoricity.
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Henceforth “to transform” should mean “to change the sense of 
sense.”

Jean-Luc Nancy, The Sense of the World

The field of the entity . . . is structured according to the diverse—
genetic and structural—possibilities of the trace.

Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology

The first article in the first issue of Philosophy and Rhetoric is “The Rhetorical 
Situation,” Lloyd Bitzer’s critical exegesis on “the nature of those contexts 
in which speakers or writers create rhetorical discourse” (1968, 1). Bitzer 
contends that the rhetor produces “the rhetorical text” when a “real” (11) 
or “natural” (5)—“objective and publicly observable” (11)—situation “calls 
the discourse into existence” (3). That was 1968. Five volumes later, as you 
know, Richard E. Vatz flips the causal relation, maintaining instead that 
the interpreting speaker-subject creates “the rhetorical text” that produces 
the apparently “real” or “natural” situation. Barbara A. Biesecker famously 
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intervenes in volume 22 to deconstruct the essentialized terms of this still 
frequently cited debate, as well as its chicken-or-egg logic.1 She proposes, 
alongside Derrida, that différance is what “makes signification possible,” the 
movement of differing and deferral through which any meaning or identity 
is constituted, including the identity of the subject (1989, 117). Symbolic 
action (re)produces “the identities of subjects” (126) and their relations 
when the “interested” if “unwitting” rhetor drops a pin in a “potentially 
unlimited and indeterminate textuality (historical, discursive field)” (120), 
finessing an articulation that engenders “the rhetorical text,” the “rhetoric-
ity” of which is precisely that pin, left in the text to be read (121).

I offer this drive-by review of the well-known Bitzer-Vatz-Biesecker 
dispute because it seems to me to comprise a microcosm of the field’s 
progressively antiessentialist interrogations of rhetoric’s ontology. These 
interrogations led, maybe inevitably, to the affirmation of a kind of radical 
linguisticism that allows for no accessible “outside” to this discursive field, 
now thought to cover the whole of what is called “world.”2 The price tag for 
this admirable refusal of any sliver of transcendence, in other words, tends 
to be a relentless immanentism that abandons experience, hope, and futu-
rity to the arbitrary positings of a discourse machine.3 Yet the crucial chal-
lenge at the intersection of philosophy and rhetoric today, I’ll venture, is not 
so much to locate a path to the “outside” as it is to contest this reduction 
of meaning to signification, of textuality to discourse, and of world to the 
work of articulation, and to do it without resorting to recuperative gestures. 
As a provisional response to this challenge and in anticipation of Philosophy 
and Rhetoric’s future directions, I’ll return to Derrida to pick up a necessary 
con-text. It was not the kairotic moment to address it in these pages in 1989, 
but Derrida had situated the robust theory of symbolic action Biesecker 
describes within a thinking of life and its evolution, for which the radi-
cally open “system” he sometimes calls différance is also the condition.4 Both 
discursive and genetic pro-grams are for him “textual” instantiations of this 
ontologizing force, this irremissible structuring of survival (sur-vivre) that 
goes all the way down.5

According to Derrida, any text produced by a rhetor takes place 
within and is written on a “text” of which he or she is also the textual 
 expression—at once symbolically and bio-zoologically. The writing avant 
la lettre that is the movement of différance inscribes an irreducible and—I’ll 
argue—irreducibly rhetorical “text” that structures the living on (sur-vivre) 
of “life itself.”6 The rhetoricity of this text is a fundamental addressivity 
and responsivity, the (genetic and psychic) matter-ing of which grants “all 
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history,” Derrida writes, “from what metaphysics has defined as ‘non-living’ 
up to ‘consciousness,’ passing through all levels of animal organization” 
(1977, 47). To say, with Derrida, that “there is no outside the text [il n’y a pas 
de hors-text]” (158) is to accept that life weaves “itself ” as a tissue of traces, a 
delinguistified text-ile whose inextricable “meaning” remains “this side of 
or beyond all signification,” to cite Jean-Luc Nancy (1997, 7).

This proposal is both metaphorical and more than metaphorical: as 
Derrida writes of Levinas’s depictions of infinity, it’s suggestive of a “non-
spatial overflowing, against which metaphor shatters” (1978, 106). There is 
no outside this text, not because human consciousness is trapped inside 
symbolic structures (this “system” is wide open) but because différance, as 
Francesco Vitale puts it, “is a genetico-structural condition of the life of 
the living and of its evolution” (2014, 101).7 It’s not that everything is reduc-
ible to “the snug inside of a book,” Derrida says in his still unpublished 
1975 seminar La vie la mort, but that our presumptions about “the limit 
between inside and outside” are due for “a very violent reinterpretation” 
(qtd. in Vitale 2014, 111). Not even the genetic program(me), he observes, 
could transmit a “content” that would be anything other than “a trace or a 
gramme.” The genetic text can emit only text. And yet

this closure onto itself of the text that refers only to text has noth-
ing tautological or autistic about it. On the contrary. It is because 
alterity is irreducible here that there is only text; it is because no 
term, no element here has any self-sufficiency nor even any effect 
that does not refer to the other and never to itself that there is text; 
and it is because the set called text cannot close onto itself that 
there is only text. (109)

This “‘general’ text,” which “can neither comprehend itself nor be com-
prehended” but “can be written and read,” just is the ceaseless matter-ing 
of a rhetoricity (addressivity, responsivity) irreducible to human finessing 
(109–110).

At the risk of coming off overly dramatic, I want to propose that there 
is, still today, a profound urgency underscoring this radicalization of the 
rhetorical text, since it now seems that what’s left of world is at stake in 
it, as is the survival of a habitable planet.8 They’re connected: the perpetual 
reinscription of a metaphysical distinction between the meaningful and the 
material—the discursive and the bio-zoological, the Symbolic and the Real, 
the human and everyone/everything else—has both obscured the opening 
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of world and devastated the earth. I’m referring not to the world of shared 
horizons—the fantasy of “intersubjectivity” really is toast—nor exactly to 
Heidegger’s (for me) still too tidily gathered world as fourfold but to a 
horizonless and ungatherable “world” opened each time in the address of 
the other; a defigured but rhetorical world, then, that opens “like a miracle,” 
as Michael Naas puts it (2015, 52), wherever some singularity—human or 
not, carbon based or not—manages to address some other by leaving a trace 
of “itself.” I’m referring to a world opened each time in the fragility of an 
appeal and that by definition withdraws from the lurches and spasms of 
subjective hubris while nonetheless remaining—perhaps—the only hope 
for the biosphere and its extant life-forms, “us” included.9 I hope simply to 
begin this conversation with you, to offer the traces of an opening.

response-ability
Derrida’s elaboration of the textual structure of life itself (“itself ”) has pro-
found implications for epistemology, but it’s first about an ontology that, 
owing itself to a prior rhetoricity, can only ever be quasi-ontological.10 To 
suggest that there is no outside the rhetorical text—no outside the dissemi-
nated matter-ing of an anahuman rhetoricity—is therefore simultaneously 
to contest traditional boundaries of responsibility. Notions of responsibility 
circumscribed by the subject of rights could not be less responsible today, 
given that the most privileged of we humans, still denying rights to incon-
venient “subjects,” also operate at the species level as a disastrous global 
geological force. Assuming a posthuman stance is both imperative and 
insufficient since “we” are the perps here: it’s we who call ourselves human 
who must find ways to respond to a demand for justice that “no right can 
assure,” as Nancy has recently put it, a demand that resonates as much in 
the absolutely unprecedented refugee crisis as it does in the discernable 
pleas of a ravaged earth.11 Only an ethics (or “archi-ethics”) responsive to 
“life itself,” he writes, to “the survival . . . of humanity and of the planet,” 
could begin to respond responsibly to this excessive demand (2014, 5).

The responsibility thus called forth would be unconditional but without 
sovereignty: not the limited, calculable responsibility I assume in the world 
through a performative power, the power of the Decider, but a boundless 
and incalculable responsibility through which both “I” and world advene, a 
responsibility that is addressed to “me” across an “uncrossable difference” in 
which difference and relation are irreducible and through which, despite my 
powerlessness—or thanks to it—world opens, a relation to an unpredictable 
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“to come” (Derrida 2011, 267). What’s at stake in such a responsibility is a 
world that begins at the end of “the world,” then, at either end of the osten-
sibly common or shared world, a relationality and a futurity offered, in the 
words of Maurice Blanchot, where “there is no more world and no world 
yet” (1982, 33). World “comes or advenes only by going away,” Derrida writes 
(2011, 259). At the end of the world as “mediation, ground, earth, foundation, 
or alibi,” what opens is not otherworldly so much as world stripped down to 
its quasi-originary condition, which—I’ll argue—is an undeconstructable 
and anahuman rhetoricity, the undeclinable obligation or desire (as clina-
men, as drive [Trieb]) to respond to the trace of the other “without third, 
mediator, or go-between, without earthly or worldly ground” (2005, 158).

This response-ability, Derrida tries to show—and I’ll try to follow 
him—“is to be found at the root of all ulterior responsibilities (moral, jurid-
ical, political), and of every categorical imperative” (1991 110). It’s presup-
posed in the various formulations of the subject (conscious or unconscious) 
and even of Dasein; it’s also presupposed in contemporary displacements of 
the subject by, say, the object. Object-oriented ontologists advance a specu-
lative “counterpoint” to the so-called linguistic turn, frequently flipping but 
maintaining the uninterrogated dichotomy (matter/meaning) that concerns 
us here; however, a certain language relation avant la lettre quietly motors 
object relations.12 There is no “thing power,” either, to cite Jane Bennett, 
apart from this undeclinable rhetoricity, the tracking of which will require 
a hard turn into language, language in general, taken with all the urgency 
and uncertainty demanded of a driver steering into a life-threatening skid.

preliminary rhetoricity
To catch traction we’ll zero in on a provocative statement Derrida makes 
in an interview with Nancy in 1988, which I’ll quote and then unpack: “To 
be brief, I would say that it is in relation to the ‘yes’ or to the Zusage presup-
posed in every question that one must seek a new (post-deconstructive) 
determination of the responsibility of the ‘subject’” (1991, 105). Note first 
that “subject” is presented in pincers, indicating that he’d maybe prefer to 
lose this locution, and second—I hope this will become clear—that “post-
deconstructive” here implies a responsibility emerging as or from a ceaseless 
deconstruction always already underway. “Zusage,” our focus, is a German 
term Derrida picks up from Heidegger that denotes a grant, pledge, or 
promise presupposed in any question, a rhetorical engagement that opens 
inquiry. In a famously long footnote in Of Spirit, Derrida describes Zusage 
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as a “pre-originary pledge [gage] which precedes any other engagement in 
language or action” (1989, 130). All inquiries and investigations, Heidegger 
writes, require “the prior grant of whatever it is they approach and pursue 
with their queries. Every posing of every question takes place within the 
very grant of what is put into question” (1982, 71).

Zusage indicates a preliminary promise, Derrida explains, which, 
“opening every speaking, makes possible the very question and therefore 
precedes it without belonging to it: the dissymmetry of an affirmation, of a 
yes before all opposition of yes and no.” The condition for empirical speech 
acts, this affirmation “has already taken place wherever language comes” 
(1989, 94). Though it seems as if thought kicks off with the active posit-
ing of a question, this question is already a response to the promise of that 
which is to come into question. Thought begins in this preliminary rhetori-
cal engagement “old enough never to have been present in an ‘experience’ 
or a ‘speech act’—in the usual sense of these terms,” Derrida writes (129), in 
a prelusive response to the trace of whoever or whatever comes. Or, put dif-
ferently, everything does begin with a question about the “one” who or that 
has already, by promising itself without showing up, provoked the question.

It’s in relation to this affirmation that responds before any possible 
question, to this yes that is “responsible . . . before and in view of all possible 
autonomy,” Derrida writes, that we should determine the responsibility of 
what it is now perhaps problematic to keep calling “the subject” (1991, 100). 
The self-relation in this experience of belatedness would be structured as 
différance—differing and deferred from itself—each time having to respond 
the other to gather or get to itself and therefore never simply being itself. 
No singularity could emerge except through this primary responsivity, 
which, Derrida adds, “is neither subjective nor human.” It is only “out of 
this dislocated affirmation (thus without ‘firmness’ or ‘closedness’) that 
something like the subject, man, or whoever it might be can take shape” 
(100). “Whoever” takes shape thanks first to this undeclinable engagement 
with an alterity that addresses “me” by announcing itself without coming 
clean and to which “I” can only respond or, rather, to which any unsubsti-
tutable singularity has already responded.

rhetoricity all the way down
Again, this “who-ness,” Derrida insists everywhere, is not simply human. 
Perpetuating the spirit/matter dichotomy, Heidegger contends that Dasein 
is the only questioning being; but locating a rhetoricity prior to the question 
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already indicates that Dasein’s linguistic style of inquiry is but one possible 
follow-through. “Every living being is capable of investigation, looking for 
something, one doesn’t always know what,” Avital Ronell observes (1994, 3). 
Many animal species ask after the trace of the other in obvious and quite 
sophisticated ways. Gunnison’s prairie dogs scrutinize and communicate to 
one another the species of an approaching predator, its size and shape, what 
color a human predator is wearing, and whether or not she has a weapon.13 
Dolphins, sperm whales, and wild parrots discern and name singularity, 
calling each other by distinct clicks or whistles.14 Giant manta rays respond 
to their own mirror images, joining dolphins, orcas, elephants, magpies, 
and all the great apes—including most human children in the West age 
two years and up—in demonstrating curiosity about the self and in grasp-
ing a concept of reflection.15 Manta rays aren’t particularly exceptional fish, 
though: a frillfin goby can inspect and memorize a tide pool layout at high 
tide in one pass and still remember it forty days later.16 Ants use antenna 
to sniff out a trail, track a food source, and recognize their own colony.17 
Colony and hive insects designate scouts to investigate and report back.18 
Investigation already implies learning and so memory (inscription), and in 
insects and worms this capacity is distributed across the body; if a Planarian 
flatworm loses its head, it retains memory traces while growing a new one.19 
In creative response to novel situations, many animals make and use tools, 
draw on a sense of past and future, communicate greetings, warnings, and 
instructions, and pass new knowledge from one generation to the next—all 
of which exposes an existence already given to the rhetoricity of the yes.

But the same can be said of plants. “Vegetal beings show curiosity: 
a plant or a root probes,” Ronell notes (1994, 3). Plants demonstrate an 
irreducible responsivity that Michael Marder describes as “thinking before 
thinking,” by which he means a “non-cognitive, non-ideational, and non-
imagistic mode of thinking” (10). But I think it’s maybe just thinking: sans 
brain and nervous system, plants engage in a headless, distributed cognition 
that responds flexibly to the trace of the other in all directions.20 Various 
plant species communicate; have sex; defend themselves, sometimes against 
each other; adapt to the environment, to situations, and to one another; dis-
tinguish between light and dark, even between light and dark colors.21 All 
this requires memory: plants seek and retain sensory information, Marder 
notes, which “having already affected the plant, may be retrieved after a 
delay” (155). But, pace Marder, there is no retentional trace sans a certain 
ideality, an incipient “representation” through which a “physical state” 
stands in “for things or events that are temporarily unavailable,” which is 
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what Francisco Garzón discovers operating at the molecular level in plants 
(2007, 209). To “have” memory is to be susceptible to the inscription of an 
encounter (yes) that permanently alters, without which there would be no 
evolution, no way for “behavior” to shift to optimize fitness. Thinking and 
existing coemerge in this headless rhetoricity, and it’s no longer clear “who 
is ‘who,’” as Derrida puts it, where the limits of singularity might be drawn 
(1991, 115).22

In “Corpus,” Nancy had already proposed both that “thought is itself 
a body” and that body itself thinks—it doesn’t know, in some “enlightened 
subject” way, but it thinks, which is different. He doesn’t say that thinking 
is embodied, either, but that body, as body, thinks: “Thought is here taken 
back to ‘matter,’ to its matter—thought is itself this renewal that does not 
come back, but that comes, properly speaking, to this existence— posited, 
suspended, confined in this very block, this network of tissues, bones, min-
erals and fluids out of which it does not go, because, if it did exit it, it 
would no longer think” (1993, 201). Acephalous inquiry and intentionality, 
Marder suggests, is “the most concrete mode of thinking imaginable” (161), 
and it’s utterly distributed. Fungal, bacterial, and other microbial singulari-
ties go (and grow) toward the other, responsively. Answering a call from 
some potential food source, a single celled slime mold can erect an elabo-
rate tubular network comparable to the Tokyo rail system in the space of 
one day (Nakagaki et al., 2010). “Put a slime mold at one end of a maze, 
and a tasty food source (usually oat flakes) at the other end,” Steven Shaviro 
reports, and it “will explore the maze and discover the shortest path to 
the food” (2015, 196). The condition for this “autonomous navigational abil-
ity,” Reid and his colleagues determine, is an externalized “spatial memory” 
in which the slime mold reminds itself through its own slime traces of 
the unsuccessful paths it has already explored (1999, 138). Thinking does 
not require a brain, Shaviro observes, any more than consuming nutrients 
requires a mouth (211).

To respect the radical ruptures and infinite heterogeneities between 
and among human, animal, vegetal (and more) ways of thinking and being 
requires, first of all, attending to a wild dissemination of differences obscured 
by the positing of a single, indivisible line between thinking and being, 
“authentic response” and “mere reaction.” That line deconstructs in the face 
of this irreducible rhetoricity, this matter-ing of responsivity that amounts 
to a structure of survival. Survival: not the preservation of identity but a 
responsivity that ceaselessly transforms and augments, granting “more life” 
and “more than life” through the “no more life” of that putatively original 
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identity (Derrida 1999, 76–77).23 A kind of “life-death” that  precedes any 
clean distinction, survival entails the living on of an “excess of life”—or, put 
differently, the living on of life in excess of any being as presence (Derrida 
1995, 60).

This “more than life” that must be thought “before life as such, before 
death as such,” Derrida writes (1994, 175), does not designate, pace Catherine 
Malabou, some secondary or external symbolic operation that confers sig-
nified meaning on “the ‘natural’ and the ‘bio-zoological,’” which would 
leave a partition “between the empirical and the symbolic” (39). It indicates 
the irreducibly symbolic (referential and testimonial: rhetorical) “nature” of 
the bio-zoological—indeed, of “life itself,” from which genetic codes and 
human symbol systems derive, or, in more Darwinian language, descend.24 
“Whether in the case of what is called ‘language’ (discourse, text, etc.) or in 
the case of some ‘real’ seed-sowing,” Derrida writes, “each term is indeed a 
germ, and each germ is a term” (1981, 304). Christopher Johnson notes that 
“Derrida’s articulation of the biological and the textual . . . does not simply 
place writing proper in the wider, enveloping context of the genetic, but 
in turn presents the genetic as a subset or special case of the more abstract 
category of the trace.” He therefore rephrases: “The term (scriptural) is a 
germ (genetic) is a term (trace)” (1993, 173). We’re getting there.

Unsubstitutable singularity emerges and sur-vives thanks to an uncon-
ditional rhetoricity. Before the I, a yes to the other—“a constituting impu-
rity or alterity,” as Ronell writes (1989, 85). But this “first” yes that we’re 
imagining here, and which can only be imagined, is itself “originarily, in 
its very structure, a response. It is first[ly] second, coming after” what calls 
on and engages “me” (Derrida 2008, 239). The arche-originary yes is not 
one: “Yes addresses itself to some other and can appeal only to the yes of 
some other,” Derrida observes: “It begins by responding” (1992, 301). This 
 prelusive affirmation is simultaneously an individuation: each yes is already 
a yes-I, both an opening and a cut (Derrida, 2008). It’s an opening to the 
other and simultaneously a cut or separation from the other, as response 
requires the spacing of differentiation. There is no way to respond to an 
other who or that has not been marked off from “me” in some way; and 
yet to open toward is already to have let in. This yes, as both opening and 
cut, connects what it holds apart. There can be no yes without an I and no 
I without a yes: the I is granted through the obligation to yes, whether this 
I is a nucleotide, a blade of Bermuda grass, or Jacques Derrida.

Yes names the gathering up of a singularity for the purpose of response 
before there is the chance to decide, a gathering up that’s never total or 
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secure, since it’s necessarily a gathering around an irreducible opening out. 
That’s finitude: an irreparable openness to an outside, to “the  incalculable 
chance where a living being has a relation to what comes,” Derrida observes, 
“a relation to an incalculable and undecidable future” (2014, 256–57). For 
him, a finite existent is not one who will die or, pace Heidegger, one who 
understands death as such; the finite existent “exists as dying,” as Kas 
Saghafi puts it (145): it sur-vives. “The singularity of the ‘who,’ ” Derrida 
insists, “ dislocates or divides itself in gathering itself together to answer to 
the other, whose call somehow precedes its own identification with itself, 
for to this call I can only answer, have already answered, even if I think 
I am answering ‘no’” (1991, 100–101). A singularity is the effect of a primary 
 rhetorical relation, before or beyond the word or the letter, which may or 
may not follow. Derrida: “I say the yes and not the word ‘yes’ because there 
can be a yes without a word” (1992, 296).

language without language
A singularity emerges as and in “a yes . . . of pre-engagement” that is 
“presupposed by every language and by every type of speech act,” Derrida 
writes (2008, 237). Yes is a word and belongs to some language, but inas-
much as it is “implied by all of the other words whose source it figures,” 
including the word “no,” it’s also every word’s “silent companion” and is 
“thus in a certain way foreign to language, heterogeneous to the set of 
terms thus defined and concerned by its power” (235). Though you can 
pronounce it, “yes,” there remains something inaudible in its articulation 
in a language. “Language without language,” the yes, “belongs without 
belonging to that whole that it simultaneously institutes and opens. . . . 
It causes to be and lets be everything that can be said. . . . It is without 
being language, it merges without merging with its utterance in a natural 
language. For if it is ‘before’ language, it marks the essential exigency, the 
promise, the engagement to come to language, in a given language. Such 
an event is required by the very force of the yes” (236). Before and in excess 
of any specific idiom there is the yes and the trace of the other to which 
it responds, “the other, which is beyond language and which summons 
language,” as Derrida says elsewhere (Kearney 1984, 123). Every engage-
ment in some language responds to the demand of a rhetorical relation 
irreducible to it.

Derrida’s approach to this “language without language” is inspired to 
a profound degree by both Heidegger and Levinas. Each in his own way 
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tracks this yes of preengagement, this unconditional rhetoricity  without 
sovereignty inappropriable by “the said” of language. And yet Derrida 
notes that each also ends up restricting the yes to “the grammar of what 
we call Western language” or “to what we believe to be the very humanity 
of language” (1991, 111). Despite shattering insights that should preclude it, 
Heidegger and Levinas mostly—but awkwardly, contradictorily—embrace 
a certain linguistic exceptionalism that makes human language the con-
dition for this unconditional response-ability: according to them, human 
being is the only being who yesses, who “hears the call that originates 
responsibility” (112).

For Derrida, by contrast, this yes is at work everywhere, “well beyond 
humanity” (109). Any singularity (a bonobo, a tick, a T cell, you, me, 
a  photon, any shoot of a creeping rootstalk) gathers itself together only 
enough to respond, across an uncrossable difference, to the trace of the 
other. Human languages are not special in kind but take their place among 
animal  languages, vegetal communications, genetic codes, “the codes of 
traces being designed, among all living beings, to construct the unity of 
the world that is always deconstructable,” Derrida writes (2011, 8–9). What 
he’s describing, Vicki Kirby proposes, is “the language of life, the world’s 
 rewriting (of ) itself, a language where human literacy and numeracy are 
‘just’ particular expressions of its complex generalization” (2009, 113). 
What else are the “code-cracking encryption capabilities of bacteria as 
they  decipher the chemistry of antibiotic data and reinvent themselves 
accordingly,” she asks, but “language skills” (111)? And what else, Ronell 
had already asked in 1983, are antibodies up to but perpetual translation 
and interpretation (1994, 51–52)? These may strike you as anthropomorphic 
musings—on the  contrary, as Derrida never stopped explaining, they delin-
guistify,  dehumanize, even deanimalize language.

In the interview Nancy asks Derrida, “When you decide not to limit 
a potential ‘subjectivity’ to man, why do you then limit yourself simply to 
the animal?” Derrida replies: “Nothing should be excluded. . . . The differ-
ence between ‘animal’ and ‘vegetal’ also remains problematic. Of course the 
relation to self in ex-appropriation is radically different (and that’s why 
it requires a thinking of différance and not of opposition) in the case of 
what one calls the ‘nonliving,’ the ‘vegetal,’ the ‘animal,’ ‘man,’ or ‘God.’ 
The  question also comes back to the difference between the living and the 
 nonliving” (1991, 106). The ex-appropriation that defines a stone’s  singularity 
would be “radically different” than that of this lizard or that geologist, but 
these  differences are differential: as Nancy writes in The Sense of the World, 
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“a mere rock ‘responds’ just as much as a man named Peter (1997, 71). The 
“mere rock” is itself a testifying trace, “the surviving of an excess of life 
which resists annihilation” (Derrida 1995, 60).

Exposed at every level, the ostensibly dead stone lives on, for example, 
in complex engagements with microorganisms in soil, to which it responds 
by releasing the minerals absorbed by vegetal life—all of which requires 
perpetual translation and decipherment. Dynamically entangled in a plan-
etary history to which its crystalline lattice bears witness, the stone testifies 
to a there without which it could not be here, to a ceaseless intra-action, 
Karen Barad might say, macro and micro, from which “it” could never 
finally be extracted—and which, I’ll add, will forever exceed the calcula-
tions of science, mathematics, and phenomenology. As Barad observes in 
a piece expressing her own entanglements with Derrida, “Matter is con-
densations of response-ability” (2012, 215). “Ex-appropriation is not what is 
proper to man,” he insists. “One can recognize its differential figures as soon 
as there is a relation to self in its most elementary forms (but for this very 
reason there is no such thing as elementary)” (1991, 105).

the movement of the trace
What Derrida calls the “trace” is not the sign—it still bears repeating—but 
what haunts (and so opens/ruins) the sign from the inside: the looming up 
here of a nonpresent there, trace gives both the sensible and the intelligible 
without ever giving itself to representation or conceptualization. A quick 
rehearsal, sticking for the moment with alphabetic language: the meaning 
of any letter—say, an o—is derived not from any positive identity but from 
its difference from the other letters of the alphabet. In any encounter with 
an o, all the other letters loom up within what they’re not, so that in each 
iteration of an o, the remains of some other “here and now,” some other 
not-simply-present presence promises itself. And each of the other letters 
share this predicament, having no identity of their own beyond the traces 
of other traces.

This minimal referral, this looming within the o of what is not it—
this haunting that is the very “essence” of the o—is necessary for the 
o’s identity, for the scrap of ideality that allows it to survive its illimit-
able iterations. An “originary synthesis not preceded by any simplicity,” 
the trace consists in this irreducible referral without which no identity 
(ideality) and so no meaning at all could occur or survive beyond the 
“now” of its inscription. “Such would be the originary trace,” Derrida 
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writes, with “trace” canceling out “origin” (1977, 62). As the movement of 
 protention-retention (yes-I), the trace does not exist as such: from the 
beginning it survives. Its structure is testimonial and so spectral, bearing 
witness to what has come to pass.25 To testify, Derrida notes, is to offer 
a promise for which there can be no “theoretical-constative certitude” 
(2005, 75). Trace is not in or of the world; its haunting remains are none-
theless what open world, each time.

The signifying structure that governs any language, any system of  
(re)marking or coding whatsoever, is derivative of this “originary synthesis,” 
this primordial rhetoricity that the trace just is. But according to Derrida: 
so is life. Trace, as he puts it in Writing and Difference, is a “ mortal germ” 
that “constitutes the essence of life” (1978, 230, 203). Its double movement 
of referral and ideality beats as “the very heart of life,” he says elsewhere 
(1984, 28), notably stuffing life “itself ” with what we tend to designate as 
nonliving. In response to Freud’s insight that “life protects itself by rep-
etition, trace,  différance (deferral),” Derrida insists that “there is no life 
 present at first which would then come to protect, postpone, or reserve 
itself in  différance. . . . Life must be thought of as trace before Being may 
be  determined as presence” (1978, 203; emphasis in original). Neither sim-
ply “natural” (material, bio-zoological) nor simply “cultural” (symbolic, 
 discursive) but a more originary synthesis from which both are extrapolated, 
trace names a  materially symbolic and so nonessential “essence” of existence— 
animal,  vegetable, and mineral—of the “flesh and bone” that Derrida insists 
are therefore not outside “the text” woven by the play of traces he calls 
writing in general (1977, 159).26 “Life” is a name for this ceaseless weaving of 
(undead) traces, rhetoricity’s irreducible and irremissible matter-ing.

world at the end of the world
What Nancy calls “the sense of the world” is nothing other than this prelu-
sive rhetoricity, which does not wait for human consciousness or processes 
of signification. He asks us to understand “sense as relation to or as being-
toward-something” and to remember that “world means at least being-to or 
being-toward [être-à]; it means rapport, relation, address, sending, donation, 
presentation to” (1997, 8). But what seems again like a closed tautology—
the sense (rhetoricity) of the world (rhetoricity)—remains radically open. 
World opens as/in the trace of the other, the promise or grant to which any 
inquiry is already a response. This world no longer has sense, Nancy pro-
poses, but it is sense, each time. At the end of the world as a work—as the 
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subject of a work or the work of a subject—world opens as an  undeclinable 
and anahuman rhetoricity. To engage this opening, to produce local “rhe-
torical texts” written on/in a text of which “we” are also the expression, is 
each time “a praxis, not a poiesis, an action that effects the agent, not the 
work” (9).

As a text that produces text to survive in/as “my” intratextual entan-
glements, I take up this rhetorical praxis—perhaps—to learn to “live 
together,” to learn to live as this “together” that I am/is, as this text that 
“is neither formed nor closed,” Derrida writes, that “contests the comple-
tion, the closure, and the cohesiveness of an ‘ensemble.’” I take it up to 
learn, to teach myself (so I can survive), perhaps, that this together “does 
not allow itself to be contained, exhausted, or governed, either in a natural 
or organic (genetic or biologic) whole, or in a juridico-institutional one” 
(2013, 28). This “living together” from which there is no survivable exit 
is “reducible neither to. . . . ‘life’ according to nature or birth, blood or 
soil, nor to life according to convention, contract, or institution,” Derrida 
insists (27). The rhetorical praxis through which I maybe learn (endlessly) 
to live together puts “to the test” the familiar dichotomies, the “couples,” 
that condition “any interpretation of the social bond, any political phi-
losophy or any sociology of being-together, the old couples physis/nomos, 
physis/thesis, nature/convention, biological life/law [droit]—law which 
I distinguish here, more than ever, from justice and from the justice of 
‘ living together’” (27).

There will be no learning to live together, no justice beyond the law—
the hope and futurity of this praxis is dead in the water—Derrida main-
tains, “unless one transports oneself beyond everything that is founded on 
this opposition of nature and culture. That is to say, beyond everything, 
more or less everything” (27). The justice of living together is taken up, if it 
is, at the limit that both shares and divides “us,” in an unsublateable “to” or 
“toward” that is the condition for any historical-discursive field. In his last 
surviving trace, Derrida beseeches his friends and family at his own memo-
rial service to “always prefer life and constantly affirm survival,” beckoning 
them—“us?”—to the end(s) of the world and charging “us” again with this 
thoroughly rhetorical praxis: to learn to live as this together, to “prefer” and 
“affirm” it, and so to inhabit and make resonate the finite opening to an 
incalculable chance (2007).
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notes
I’m grateful to Michelle Ballif, Joshua Gunn, John Muckelbauer, Thomas Rickert, and 
Avital Ronell for their generous feedback on very early drafts of this essay; I owe  Michelle 
a margarita or ten for enduring multiple drafts.

1. Scott Consigny (1974) and John H. Patton (1979) were also very early participants 
in this debate. Biesecker’s deconstruction of the discreet terms of “the rhetorical situa-
tion” helped inspire a generative ecological perspective in the field, summarized nicely 
in a recent essay by Nathan Stormer and Bridie McGreavy (2017). Two sublime stand-
outs are Jenny Edbauer’s affect-inflected “rhetorical ecology” (2005) and Thomas Rickert’s 
Heidegger-inflected “ambient rhetorics” (2013).

2. Dana Cloud and Joshua Gunn offer an elegant elaboration of the history of this 
predicament in the introduction to their special issue of Western Communication (2010). In 
her contribution to this issue, and in another equally luminous piece published that year, 
Biesecker figures the “outside” as the Lacanian Real, positively achieved (as event) through 
“full speech” or the operation of the drive(s), respectively (2010a and 2010b).

3. Still, there can be no event without the machine, Derrida insists everywhere, no 
experience detachable from the pro-gram.

4. Francesco Vitale reminds us that trace, text, iterability, and the movement of 
differing and deferral Derrida will later call “différance” first impose themselves in his 
deconstruction of Husserl’s “living present” as the “conditions for the emergence of con-
sciousness,” which were then generalized to “account for the conditions of possibility for 
life in general” (forthcoming).

5. “For me, life is différance,” Derrida asserts (Glendenning 2001, 108), which is reduc-
ible neither to biological life nor to the processes of signification. As Vicki Kirby notes, in 
Derrida “the system ‘textuality,’ ‘writing,’ or ‘language in the general sense’ already includes 
heterogeneity, the differentiality of biological algorithms, cybernetic communication, the 
discriminating grammars of molecular and atomic parsing, the puzzles of quantum space/
time configurations” (2009, 118).

6. George A. Kennedy probed something similar in 1992, scandalously defining rhet-
oric as a preverbal “energy” that is “prior to intentionality or to any belief,” that is “manifest 
in all animal life,” and that “existed long before the evolution of human beings” (4). This 
preconscious rhetoric is responsible for the survival of “living things as a whole,” he con-
tends, including plants (10)—he draws the line at “subatomic particles” (13). Debra Hawhee 
(2016) offers an insightful rejoinder to Kennedy, tracing a premodern rhetorical theory that 
embraces the alogos shared by all animal beings. John Muckelbauer offers another lucid 
rejoinder, arguing that “the implicit paradigmatic image of rhetorical studies today should 
be the event of heliotropism, or the movement of plants toward the sun” (2016, 39).

7. The movement of différance is “open at the top to the infinite possibilities of 
semiotic freedom (‘jeu’),” Johnson writes, “and at the bottom to the biological instance it 
 subsumes” (1993, 187).
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8. Scientists report that it should have taken eight hundred to ten thousand years to 
lose the number of vertebrate species that went extinct in the last century. This “exception-
ally rapid loss of biodiversity” indicates “that a sixth mass extinction is already under way,” 
thanks largely to the habits of the wealthiest human cultures (Ceballos, Ehrlich, Barnosky, 
García, Pringle, and Palmer, 2015). Earth may well survive it; according to Yoshida et al. 
(2016), plastic-eating bacteria may thrive in it. The trace of a new beginning, perhaps—but 
not necessarily for “us.”

9. Jeffrey Nealon argues that “world” is not productive for an ethics of survival 
beyond the human and maybe the animal, preferring instead a Deleuzian notion of “terri-
tory” (2016, 96). I’m sticking with “world”; I’ll explain.

10. Which is to say, “hauntoglogical.” For brilliant rhetorical readings of Derrida’s 
hauntology, see Ballif 2013, 2014, and 2015. With respect to epistemology, Vitale deduces 
a general principle: “If the living is a text which produces texts in order to survive in rela-
tion to its [also textual] environment, then we can legitimate the possibility of scientific 
knowledge, whose conditions and structures, however, we should reconsider in textual 
terms” (2014, 111). In La vie la mort, Derrida proposes that François Jacob, studying “the 
living cell,” “is one of the translators who are to the genetic message like the product of 
its translation. The activity of the scientist, science, the text of genetic science as a whole 
are determined as products of . . . the life they are studying, textual products of the text 
they are translating. . . .[A] message can only be translated by the very products of its own 
translation” (qtd. in Vitale 2014, 112).

11. According to the UN Refugee Agency, the number of refugees and displaced 
 persons is higher now than it was after WWII—65.3 million (1 in every 113 people).

12. Bryant, Srnicek, and Harman 2011, 1. Claiming to scoop up pieces of “the real” after 
philosophy’s centuries-long (since Kant) romp with “antirealism,” the authors insist that 
“with Derrida the mediation of language becomes all-encompassing, as the  phenomenal 
realm of subjectivity becomes infested with linguistic marks. Throughout this  process, 
any possibility of a world independent of the human-world correlate is increasingly 
rejected” (4). This reading, so prevalent—so exhausting—is at best a nonreading. Derrida’s 
work has exactly nothing to do with reducing everything, as Shaviro also claims, “to a 
question of human access to the world” (2014, 7).

13. See Slobodchikoff, Perla, and Verdolin 2009, 65–92.
14. See King and Janik 2013, 13216, and Berg, Delgado, Cortopassi, Beissinger, and 

Bradbury 2012.
15. See Ari and D’Agostino 2016.
16. See Balcombe 2016, 107.
17. Cammaerts and Cammaerts (2015) find that some ants appear to pass the mirror test.
18. See Sasaki and Pratt (2012) on distributed cognition and decision making in ants.
19. See Shomrat and Levin 2013. Cockroaches and other insects also retain memories 

after decapitation (Bell and Adiyodi 1981, 396).
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20. Studies in plant intelligence expose “cognitive” behavior such as “computation” and 
flexible responsivity in vegetal beings (see Baluška, 2005 and Brenner, 2006).

21. See Chamovitz 2012, Baluška 2005, Brenner 2006, and Nealon 2016.
22. “Without a retention in the minimal unit of temporal experience, without a trace 

retaining the other as other in the same, no difference would do its work and no meaning 
would appear,” Derrida writes (1977, 62). Indeed, “the arche-phenomenon of ‘memory,’” he 
continues, “must be thought before the opposition of nature and culture, animality and 
humanity” (70–71). This “arche-phenomenon,” he offers in his reading of Freud, is also “the 
very essence of the psyche” (1978, 201).

23. See Saghafi, 2015, 153.
24. The ostensibly “new perspective on the relationship between the symbolic and the 

biological” that Malabou tries to capture with “plasticity” is expressed in Derrida by différance, 
trace, iterability and text (Malabou 2015, 40). Elsewhere she writes: “It is striking to note that 
neuronal plasticity—in other words, the ability of synapses to modify their effectiveness as a 
result of experience—is a part of genetic indetermination. We can therefore make the claim 
that plasticity forms where DNA no longer writes” (2010, 60). I respectfully disagree: epigenetics 
demonstrates with astonishing specificity the textual evolution of life as survivance.

25. Derrida: “The one who lives on is always a ghost” (1999, 138).
26. Again, spectacular misreadings of this passage abound. Shaviro once more: 

“Deconstruction remains at least negatively correlationalist when it claims that there is no 
 outside-the-text, . . . no realm of being entirely outside, or independent of, the infinite play of 
language or textuality” (2014, 7). In the face of such caricatures, a forthcoming book by Francesco 
Vitale tentatively titled Biodeconstruction demonstrates that the very matrix of deconstruction is 
the investigation of the structural and evolutionary genesis of life “itself ” as text.
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