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For Tim. You made me not hate Derrida so much.

In "Ousia and Grammē" Derrida writes,

The now is given simultaneously as that which is no longer and as that
which is not yet. It is what it is not, and is not what it is... Thereby
time is composed of non-beings. Now, that which bears within it
a certain no-thing, that which accommodates nonbeingness, cannot
participate in presence, in substance, in beingness itself (ousia). 1

In a remark that is put forward almost as a casual aside, Derrida immediately
assimilates substance to presence. Henceforth, substance will be treated as a syn-
onym for presence such that to speak of substance is to speak of presence and to
speak of presence is to speak of substance. Yet can we speak so obviously and
self-evidently of substance in terms of presence? In Aristotle, at least, what is
present is not substance, but rather the qualities of substance. As a consequence,
Aristotle will cause himself many headaches trying to simultaneously think sub-
stance as presence and as that which is nowhere and never present.2 Elsewhere,
in his Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Locke will make this aporia ex-
plicit, arguing that substance always disappears behind qualities, suggesting that

1Jacques Derrida, "Ousia and Grammē: Note on a Note from Being and Time" in Margins of
Philosophy, Alan Bass, trans., Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1982, pp. 39 - 40

2cf. Aristotle, The Complete Works of Aristotle: Volume 2, Jonathan Barnes, ed., Metaphysics
Z, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984.
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we should therefore abandon the concept of substance altogether.3 For if quali-
ties are what individuate substance, yet substance is that which remains when all
qualities are stripped away, it would seem that substance is nothing at all.

Far from being characterized by presence, substance seems to be that which with-
draws from presence; or that which is nowhere and never present. It is for this
reason that Graham Harman argues that the very being of substance or objects lies
in withdrawal.4 To be a substance or an object is to be radically withdrawn from
all other entities. Or, put differently, to be a substance is to be anterior and at odds
with all presence. The substantiality of substance perpetually disappears behind
qualities, withdrawing from all presence.

However, here we must proceed with caution, for in suggesting that substances
are anterior to presence, we invite the possibility of a sort of "negative theology"
of objects, where, like God, substances are withdrawn from other objects, non-
present and inaccessible to other objects, while remaining present to themselves
as pure presences. If withdrawal is truly to capture the substantiality of substance
without falling into a metaphysics of presence, then it is necessary that withdrawal
not only be a relational predicate describing how one substance encounters an-
other substance, but also that withdrawal characterize the very substantiality of
substance, regardless of whether any substance relates to another substance, such
that substances are withdrawn even from themselves.

Yet how are we to argue for this radical withdrawal of substances from both each
other and from themselves? What sort of philosophical demonstration can we
muster to prove that substances are withdrawn in this way? It is in relation to
these questions that my reference to Derrida is not idle. For Derrida, despite his
hostility to the "philosopheme" of substance, provides the resources for demon-
strating the radical withdrawal of substance. This demonstration requires the con-
cept of substance to be indexed to the nature of time conceived as différance. As a
consequence, one of the further surprises substance holds in store for us is that it
turns out to be essentially temporal and processual. Substance is not that which is
opposed to temporality and process, but rather is temporal through and through.

The core of Derrida’s critique of presence revolves around the nature of time and

3John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Peter H. Nidditch, ed., Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1979, pp. 295 - 297

4cf. Graham Harman, Tool-Being: Heidegger and the Metaphysics of Objects, Chicago: Open
Court, 2002.
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what must be the case in order for succession to occur. Articulated in terms of his
critique of Aristotle’s account of time in the Physics, Book 4, sections 10 - 14,5 ,
Derrida asks us to

...consider the sequence of nows. The preceding now, it is said, must
be destroyed by the following now. But, Aristotle then points out, it
cannot be destroyed "in itself"..., that is, as the moment when it is
(now, in act). No more can it be destroyed in an other now...: for
then it would not be destroyed as now, itself; and, as a now which has
been, it is (remains) inacessible to the action of the following now.6

If time is to be capable of succession, then the now cannot be a pure and indivisible
present, but must instead be fissured from within. As summarized by Martin
Hägglund,

...as long as one holds on to the idea of an indivisible now– or more
succinctly: as long as one holds on to the concept of identity as pres-
ence in itself– it is impossible to think succession. The now cannot
first be present in itself and then be affected by its own disappearance,
since this would require that the now began to pass away after it had
ceased to be. Rather, the now must disappear in its very event. The
succession of time requires not only that each now is superseded by
another now, but also that this alteration is at work from the begin-
ning.7

Driving this point home, Hägglund concludes, "[t]he crux is that even the slightest
temporal moment must be divided in its becoming: separating before from after,
past from future. Without this interval there would be no time, only a presence
forever remaining the same."8 We thus begin with a fact– that time passes –and
raise the conditions under which this passage is possible. If the now first existed as
an individual unit and then was constituted as past, it would be impossible to think

5Aristotle, Physics, in The Complete Works of Aristotle: Volume 1, Jonathan Barnes, ed.,
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984, pp. 369 - 378.

6Jacques Derrida, "Ousia and Grammē", p. 57
7Martin Hägglund, Radical Atheism: Derrida and the Time of Life, Stanford: Stanford Univer-

sity Press, 2008, p. 16.
8Ibid., p. 17.
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succession because, as Hägglund puts it, the past would have to be constituted
after the now or present has already been destroyed. As a consequence, the now
must be internally fissured between passing away and being present, such that the
now necessarily contains a dimension that was never present.

Repeating a line of thought that can already be found in Bergson’s Matter and
Memory9 as well as Deleuze’s subsequent appropriation of Bergson’s thought10,
Derrida thus argues that the passage of the now necessarily requires a split within
presence, such that presence is never purely present but is always already "con-
taminated" from within by absence. The crucial point not to be missed here is
that this forked fissure within presence, composed of one fork directed towards
the past, another the present, and a third passing over into the future refers to, as
Derrida elsewhere puts it repeating Bergson and Deleuze, "...a past that was never
[my emphasis] present..."11 In short, this past is not a past constituted after the
present (in which case we’d fall back into the aporia outlined by Hägglund), but
rather is a past that is necessarily always already past. Put differently, this past is
an a priori past haunting every present. Consequently, even if time were to have
an evental beginning as the Christian Creationists would have it, this first now
would not be a pure presence that then unfolds producing a past, but rather would
already be fissured by a past in order to be now.

With Derrida’s resolution to the aporia of succession we thus get the beginnings
of an account of the ontological grounds of withdrawal. If substances are neces-
sarily withdrawn, if they cannot be treated as synonymous with presence, then this
is precisely because they are fissured from within by that face of the object that
shows itself to the world in presencing itself and that face of the object that falls
into this pure past that was never present. As I have argued in The Democracy of
Objects12 and elsewhere, we must thus conceive objects as necessarily split. There
is that side of the object pointed towards presence or what I call "local manifesta-
tion", and that side of the object that is radically withdrawn which I call "virtual

9Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, N.M. Paul and W.S. Palmer, trans., New York: Zone
Books, 1991, chap. 3.

10Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, Paul Patton, trans., New York: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 1994, chap. 2. For a detailed analysis of Deleuze and Bergson’s "past that has never
been present", cf. Levi R. Bryant, Difference and Givenness: Deleuze’s Transcendental Empiri-
cism and the Ontology of Immanence, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2008, chap. 5.

11Jaques Derrida, "Différance", in Margins of Philosophy, Alan Bass, trans., Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1982, p. 21.

12Levi R. Bryant, The Democracy of Objects, Ann Arbor: Open Humanities Press, forthcoming,
chapter 3.

4



proper being". In speaking of that dimension of the object that presents itself,
we must conceive presencing or local manifestation not as givenness to a subject,
body, mind, or perceiver, but rather as appearingness to the world. In other words,
just as Badiou calls for a being-there, an appearance, to a world without this ap-
pearance being indexed to a subject13, we must conceive local manifestation as
actuality or presence in the world without this manifestation being givenness to
a subject. Yet while something of substance occasionally manifests itself, sub-
stance is necessarily withdrawn by virtue of how it is fissured or split by time.
As a consequence, the withdrawn dimension of objects, the pure past, or virtual
proper being must be thought as potency or the potentiality to be actualized oth-
erwise or differently under different conditions. Entities or substances can thus
never be identified with their actualized properties as these are but the crust or
rind behind which the substantiality of substance withdraws, holding its molten
potentials within reserve.

At this point, three questions remain. First, why are substances withdrawn from
themselves? In other words, why doesn’t the thesis that objects are withdrawn
lead to a sort of "negative theology" where objects are withdrawn from other
objects, inaccessible to other objects, yet fully present or actual to themselves?
Second, why are objects withdrawn from one another? What is it about Derrida’s
observations about the temporality of succession that lead to the conclusion that
substances must be withdrawn from one another? Finally, third, and perhaps most
importantly within a Derridean context, what is it that authorizes talk of substance
in terms of différance at all?

Due to constraints of time, my proposals for answering these questions can only
be schematic and provisional, but in my view the answer to these three questions
resides in Derrida’s (non)-concept of différance and the implications he argues
follow from the iterability of the trace and the manner in which it exceeds all
context, forever exploding and spelling the ruin of any attempt to treat context
as overdetermining any trace or substance. Derrida’s neologism "différance" is
designed to 1) capture the two senses of difference, and 2) the manner in which
all presence harbors absence within itself. In other words, différance is a non-
concept that both makes an argument and performs the argument it is making.
Thus, as Derrida points out, the difference between the term "difference" (with
an "e") and "différance" (with an "a") is inaudible within the French language.

13Alain Badiou, Logics of Worlds: Being and Event II, Alberto Toscano, trans., New York:
Continuum, 2009
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From the standpoint of audible language (presence), the two sound identical, while
nonetheless embodying very different meanings. The difference that makes the
difference between these two terms is thus absent from the standpoint of presence.
It is in this regard that the very term "différance" performs or enacts the argument
Derrida is making.

The neologism différance captures the two senses of difference as deferral and
différance as difference. That is, the neologism captures the difference between
difference as act or activity, as in the case of the verb "to differ" or "to produce a
difference", and the noun "difference" which might denote "difference between".
Of these two senses of difference, Derrida seems to prefer the sense of difference
as a verb, seeing "difference between" as an effect of the activity of différance.
Thus Derrida will remark, for example, that différance is "...the becoming-time
of space and the becoming-space of time..."14 As Hegel observes in the Science
of Logic, diversity, or "spatialized difference", is a "relation" in which each entity
belongs to a plurality without internal relations to other entities. Entities within
a diversity are, as Hegel says, "reflected-into-themselves", self-related, without
being "reflected-into-others", or "other-related".15 Such is spatialized difference,
where space exists "partes extra partes or in a field where all parts are external to
one another. In claiming that there is a becoming-space of time, Derrida’s point
is that external difference, externality, diversity, is a form of difference that must
be produced through a temporal process, not a form of difference that is "already"
there. Hence difference as a verb, as an activity, is the primal "nature" of differ-
ence. Substances and their differences from and in opposition to other substances
are therefore like blooming flowers. Their extended nature is something that must
be produced in an extending or extensionalizing activity akin to that described by
Whitehead in Process and Reality in his theory of extension.16

Derrida’s choice of the term "deferral" to capture one sense of difference is per-
haps unfortunate as the term "deferral" tends to evoke connotations of futurity,
covering over the historicity of the object. Deferral denotes not only that the sub-
stance is not yet, that it’s actuality or presence is deferred, that more actualizations
or presencings lay in wait for the object, but also that the object is already, that
it is past, that it contains within itself a reserve that is not present. For example,

14Jacques Derrida, "Différance", p. 8.
15G.W.F. Hegel, Science of Logic, A.V. Miller, trans., Atlantic Highlands: Humanities Press

International, Inc., 1989, p. 418.
16Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality: Corrected Edition, David Ray Griffen and

Donald W. Sherburne, eds., New York: The Free Press, 1978, Part IV.
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we might think of Freud’s logic of Nachträglichkeit where a past trace comes to
function in the production of a symptom later, in a delayed fashion, retroactively,
despite the fact that it did not produce a trauma at the time of its inscription. It
is in this respect that substances or objects are necessarily withdrawn from them-
selves. As deferred both with respect to the pure past that has never been present
and a future that is yet to come, objects or substances are never fully present even
to themselves and are thus withdrawn with respect to themselves. Substances nec-
essarily harbor a volcanic core such that they never manage to attain identity or
self-sameness with themselves. They are haunted by a reserve of potentiality that
always contains surprises for the world and themselves.

The withdrawal of objects from one another is to be found in the process by which
difference with an "e" is produced. Thus Derrida will write,

...the word différance (with an e) can never refer either to différer as
temporization or to différends as polemos. Thus the word différance
(with an a) is to compensate– economically –this loss of meaning,
for différance can refer simultaneously to the entire configuration of
its meaning... In a conceptuality adhering to classical strictures "dif-
férance would be said to designate a constitutive, productive, and
originary causality, the process of scission and division which would
produce or constitute different things or differences.17

In other words, the play of différance is constitutive of oppositions between en-
tities in the form of polemos. In this differing of entities, in this polemos among
entities, there is withdrawal of entities from one another, for in polemos every en-
tity encounters other entities, its others, as what Timothy Morton calls a "strange
stranger".18 The "Other" in polemos is encountered as withdrawn or unfath-
omable; and this not just for human relations to others, but for any object encoun-
tering an other to itself. The word we most commonly use for this withdrawal is
"resistance".

Yet what is it that entitles us to refer these "properties" of différance to substance?
Does not Derrida’s concept of différance spell the ruin of substance? As Derrida
writes approvingly of Saussure, "...in language there are only differences. Even
more important: a difference generally implies positive terms between which the

17Ibid., p. 8 - 9.
18Timothy Morton, The Ecological Thought, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010.
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difference is set up; but in language there are only differences without positive
terms.19 Are not substances here dissolved insofar as there are no positive terms,
but only differential relations? However, matters are not so straightforward. For
as Derrida observes in "Signature Event Context",

...a written sign carries with it a force of breaking with its context,
that is, the set of presences which organize the moment of its inscrip-
tion. This force of breaking is not an accidental predicate, but the
very structure of the written. If the issue is one of the so-called "real"
context, what I have just proposed is too obvious. Are part of this
alleged real context a certain "present" of inscription, the presence of
the script or in what he has written, the entire environment and hori-
zon of his experience, and above all the intention, the meaning which
at a given moment would animate his inscription. By all rights, it be-
longs to the sign to be legible, even if the moment of its production is
irremediably lost, and even if I do not know what its alleged author-
scriptor meant consciously and intentionally at the moment he wrote
it, that is abandoned to its essential drifting. Turning now to the semi-
otic and internal context, there is no less a force of breaking by virtue
of its essential iterability; one can always lift a written syntagma from
the interlocking chain in which it is caught or given without making
it lose every possibility of functioning [my emphasis], if not every
possibility of "communicating," precisely. Eventually, one may rec-
ognize other such possibilities in it by inscribing or grafting it into
other chains. No context can enclose it [my emphasis]. Nor can any
code, the code being here both the possibility and impossibility of
writing, of its essential iterability (repetition/alterity).20

What Derrida articulates here is but a variation of Aristotle’s concept of primary
substances; for the very being of primary substance is to exceed and be detach-
able from every context. It is for this reason that I refer to substance under the
title of presence as local manifestation, for the manifestation of any substance is a
function of its contingent context, such that every substance, in principle, harbors
the power of falling into other contexts and thereby manifesting itself otherwise.

19Ibid., pp. 10 - 11.
20Jacques Derrida, "Signature Event Context", in Margins of Philosophy, Alan Bass, trans.,

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982, p. 317.
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There is no reason, therefore, to restrict this property of iterability to signs. Iter-
ability, excess over every context, is the core feature of any and all substances. As
a consequence, substance cannot be dissolved in a play of differences, but, rather,
within any weave of relations there must be some minimal excess and iterability
that contains the possibility of breaking with its relations.

Harman’s concept of substance as withdrawn renders legible a whole series of
ontological aporia. Insofar as substances are necessarily withdrawn, we now un-
derstand why it is so difficult to specify just what substance is, for substance, con-
taining a withdrawn dimension, in which the substantiality of substance is always
in excess of any of its qualities or that which is present, never comes to pres-
ence in any of its qualities, thereby entailing that the substantiality of substance
must be something radically other than qualities. By the same token, however,
we only ever encounter substances in and through their qualities as a wordly tes-
tament to a ghostly and subterranean substantiality that forever slips between our
fingers. Derrida’s account of time and différance gives us one way of providing
a formal ontological demonstration for the thesis that substances are withdrawn.
What remains is to account for the ongoing life of the object. In Speech and Phe-
nomena Derrida argues that we must abandon the thesis that the synthesis of time
is accomplished by a pre-existent transcendental identity or unity that affects the
synthesis of traces.21 Rather, we must see unity and identity as arising from the
interplay of the traces themselves. The substantiality of substance must be seen,
like Whitehead’s "societies", as that which perpetually produces itself from itself
as substance. In this regard, the substantiality of substance, its identity and unity,
would not be an identity and unity that precedes this synthesis, but that is the very
activity of synthesis itself. I leave the mystery of how, precisely, this takes place,
for another day.

21Jacques Derrida, Speech and Phenomena and Other Essays on Husserl’s Theory of Signs,
David B. Allison, trans., Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1989, chap. 6.
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