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Abstract 

The aim of this project is to show that Jacques Derrida’s prayer is not disaffected by the loss of 

presence produced by différance. Further the relationship between negative theology and 

deconstruction will be shown to be consistent rather than opposed. Derrida’s prayer is influenced by 

his work on negative theology and the importance of performativity. This bears a resemblance to the 

conversion of Augustine and will provide the context for assessing Derrida’s prayer. The problem that 

binds both Derrida and Augustine is whether the name of God can be spoken without determining the 

other. Derrida’s prayer is distinguished to Augustine’s in that the latter knows the addressee whereas 

the former is cautious on making such a move. However this caution does not inhibit him to the extent 

that Caputo assumes in his interpretation of Derrida’s prayer.  
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Introduction 

It will be argued that Derrida’s prayer is directed towards a presence that appreciates deconstruction 

but it will also be suggested that his prayer responds inappropriately. Derrida’s work on 

deconstruction reveals the vulnerability of something rather than obliterating it. He describes 

Deconstruction in language through the neologism ‘différance’, which was coined to express the 

process of deferral and difference. This results in the rejection of the immediate presence of the object 

that is shifted into a state of neither present or absent. A similar principle is recognised by ‘negative 

theology’. Negative theology rejects positive or affirmative speech about God that becomes a 

projection from human predication rather than reaching the otherness of God. However negation is, 

alone, not sufficient to speak about God for two main reasons; it may say nothing positive God, and 

that negation of one thing may implicitly affirm another. Jean-Luc Marion, giving a paper on Derrida, 

argued that negative theology could overcome these problems but in the process claimed that Derrida 

had failed to recognise this. Derrida responded to Marion by claiming that his work on negative 

theology should not be interpreted as a simple rejection of all ‘negative theologies’. He recognises, in 

agreement with Marion, that there is a performative dimension to prayer that overcomes these 

problems.  

This performative will be shown in the conversion of Augustine. Here, Augustine came to recognise 

his own limitation in understanding of God. He responded to this through prayer directed towards 

God. This was not purely predicative but was intensely performed. It will be contended the intensity 

of this performance, indicated by weeping, overcomes the problem of predication. Derrida argues that 

the naming of God is the dimension of prayer that distinguishes it from  predication. The importance 

of prayer continues in Derrida’s thought with ‘Circumfession’, a quasi-autobiographical work, 

revealing Derrida’s withdrawal from the certainty of knowing God. This withdrawal will not lead to 

atheism but to a different conception of God. Caputo takes this movement to indicate a translation of 

the name of God into the impossible. This presence is futural rather than a present realisation, which 

will be extracted through the concept of the ‘placeholder’. However, Derrida rejection of Caputo’s 

move will be used to show that his prayer is directed towards the presence of God. The impossible 
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cannot replace the name because it determines the destination. Derrida will distinguish his call to God 

from this problem through the privacy of his naming.  This privacy, it will be argued, should not be 

rejected immediately but questioned as to whether it is a wholly sufficient response to the call of the 

other.  
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Literature Review & Methodology 

The theological dimension of Derrida’s work is not consistent throughout his corpus of work. For 

example, in his earliest major work, Of Grammatology, he appears to reject the discipline of theology; 

in Margins of Philosophy he makes an explicit dealing with negative theology; but it is only in his 

later work that religion becomes more emphasised in his work. His address ‘How to Avoid Speaking: 

Denials’1 marks this change. However this work remains at a distance from religion, in contrast to his 

quasi-autobiographical work ‘Circumfession’. In which he confesses of the ‘prayers and tears’ 

throughout his life that were previously undisclosed and so mark a significant shift in the theological 

aspect of his work. 

Much of Derrida’s work does not fit the style of most academic literature and this project will be 

developed in order to appreciate this difficulty. Derrida acknowledges there is a distinction to be made 

between the argumentative aspect of his work and their ‘performative’ dimension, which is drawn 

through his writing style. In order to engage with this we must begin from our standing point, which 

are the requirements of the academic programme.2 The comparison with Augustine will overcome the 

problem of the language game that Derrida is playing, which would be difficult to adopt without the 

loss of academic rigor. Augustine’s role is particularly important because Derrida’s account of prayer 

in ‘Circumfession’ is styled in Augustine’s ‘Confessions’, which is the structure that Caputo employs 

in his essay ‘Shedding Tears Beyond Being’.3   

In academic literature The Prayers and Tears of Jacques Derrida by John D. Caputo has been very 

influential in scholarship on Derrida’s prayer.4 This is recognised by Hägglund,5 and is implicit in 

                                                      

1
 I would like to acknowledge Johannes Hoff for directing me towards this text. 

2
 I would like to acknowledge the questions following my presentation at the Cardiff-Lampeter philosophy 

conference (Gregynog 19/03/11), which were mostly framed in such academic discourse. 
3
 John D. Caputo, ‘Shedding Tears Beyond Being: Derrida’s Confession of Prayer.”’, in Augustine and 

Postmodernism: Confessions and Circumfession, ed by John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon (Bloomington, 
Ind: Indiana University Press), pp. 95-114. 
4
 I would like to acknowledge Johannes Hoff for directing me towards this text. 

5
 Martin Hägglund, Radical Atheism: Derrida and the Time of Life (Stanford, California: Stanford University 

Press, 2008), p. 116. 



8 
 

Gedney in the way he conflates Caputo and Derrida with respect to prayer.6. However these two 

scholars represent opposite polarities of interpreting Derrida’s prayer. In that Hägglund attempts to 

develop an atheistic philosophy; whereas Gedney, from an evangelical perspective, is cautious about 

‘canonising’ Derrida’s prayer for giving up too much. Jean-Luc Marion’s paper ‘In the Name’7 is 

another example of the problem of attempting to place Derrida strictly outside of religion, which 

reveals the problem of interpretations that attempt to situate Derrida as opposed to theology. In 

contrast to portraying Derrida as anti-religious, he has been used to support religious agendas. For 

example Keith Putt argues that Derrida’s prayer reveals the problem in prayer of vulnerability.8 

Perhaps it is in the context of these varied interpretations that Derrida complements Caputo for not 

trying to convert him to ‘piety’.9 Derrida recognises the value of Caputo’s work and he admits he 

‘loves’ it because he creates a new interpretation through his own heritage. These approaches 

represent a problem in interpreting Derrida’s prayer of attempting to represent him as religious or 

anti-religious.  

                                                      

6
 Mark Gedney, ‘The Saving or Sanitizing of Prayer: The Problem of the Sans in Derrida’s Account of Prayer’, in 

The Phenomenology of Prayer, ed by Bruce Ellis Benson and Norman Wirzba (New York: Fordham University 
Press, 2005). 
7
 I would like to acknowledge Johannes Hoff for directing me towards this text. 

8
 B. Keith Putt, ‘“Too Deep for Words”: The Conspiracy of a Divine "Soliloquy’, in The Phenomenology of Prayer, 

ed by Bruce Ellis Benson and Norman Wirzba (New York: Fordham University Press, 2005), pp. 142-53. 
9
 Mark Dooley and Jacques Derrida, ‘The Becoming Possible of the Impossible: An Interview with Jacques 

Derrida’, in A Passion for the Impossible: John D. Caputo in Focus, ed by Mark Dooley (Albany, N. Y.: SUNY 
Press, 2003), pp. 21-33 (p. 23). 
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Deconstruction and negative theology 

Deconstruction and Différance 

Jacques Derrida’s concept of différance reveals the limitation of language in not reaching the thing-in-

itself. This is deconstructive in that it breaks down language and then rebuilds language in reflection 

of its vulnerability. The deconstruction of language that différance carries out is evident in Derrida’s 

first major work Of Grammatology. Here, Derrida challenges the assumption of presence in linguistic 

theory. In referring to Rousseau he argues that the significance of the sign has been thought to be the 

presence in place of an object that is itself absent from the sign.10 This prioritised speech over writing 

because a text was recognised as displaced from its immediate context, whereas in speaking the 

author has to be ‘present’ suggesting that meaning would be immediate.11 He argues that this is 

deceptive because even in speech the speaker does not have full control over his words. Instead he 

argues that all language is removed from the immediate presence of the signified. However he 

acknowledges that writing, as diluted speech, has not been entirely disregarded because religious texts 

are taken to be authoritative on eternal truth.12 Derrida rejects this account of theology and writing as 

claiming presence, which suggests that Derrida could not find any common ground between 

deconstruction and theology.13 However this claim is superficially destructive rather than 

deconstructive because in making a claim over all theology one must adopt the perspective of eternity. 

In order to avoid this positioning Derrida, in Of Grammatology, does not completely reject divinity 

but considers the possibility of a different God as other that does not represent a human projected 

eternity.14 This remains only an indication in Of Grammatology, but in a later paper ‘Différance’ he 

considers in greater depth and nuance the relationship between deconstruction and theology. 

                                                      

10
 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology (Baltimore; London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), pp. 7-8. 

11
 Derrida, Of Grammatology, pp. 9-11. 

12
 Derrida, Of Grammatology, pp. 16-8. 

13
 A similar point is made by Steven Shakespeare, Derrida and Theology (London, New York: T & T Clark, 2009), 

p. 59. I would like to acknowledge Johannes Hoff for directing me towards this text. 
14

 Shakespeare, p. 64. 



10 
 

In this paper, Derrida defines différance through the relationship between deferral and difference. He 

states that ‘différance is neither a word nor a concept’.15 In that it does not simply refer to the process 

of deconstruction attempts to gather together the effect of language.16 The bundle of différance is to 

defer and to differ. The former process of deferral is ‘the action of putting off until later’ that is 

removed from presence as in Of Grammatology. The object is not present immediately but deferred in 

the sign.17 For example in describing a kettle as ‘a thing for boiling water’ we must then consider the 

definitions of each term; such as thing, boiling and water. These in turn must be defined in relation to 

other terms. The general process that occurs is endless in that the definition of each term is placed 

onto some other term, which must then be defined. Accordingly there is no final definition that stops 

the deferral and grants a fixed point for definition, thus meaning is not immediately present but 

understood in relation to the next thing that is also not present. The second aspect, of difference, 

Derrida describes as ‘to be not identical, to be other’.18 This means that the difference in identity is 

that something is defined in the respect that it is not another thing. Returning to the example of a 

kettle, it is something that is not a frying pan, car, or computer etc. Then these other things, as well as 

defined by deferral, are understood as different from other things, which indicates another deferral 

that is implicit to difference. The result is that différance is not simply a combination of two concepts 

that are themselves self standing but intertwined in a way that cannot be separated without loss.19 

The Problem of Affirmation and Negation 

Similarly if we describe God using predicates we encounter the problem that these are based on 

human concepts and thus describing something as present. This description would not be of God as 

transcendent but rather be about something that is produced in the image of man. This is the problem 

of onto-theology, which can be defined through its etymology as ‘object theology’; in other words it 

means to study God as an object. However Derrida, referring to Heidegger’s critique of onto-

                                                      

15
 Jacques Derrida, Margins of Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), p. 3. 

16
 Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, p. 3. 

17
 Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, p. 8. 

18
 Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, p. 8. 

19
 Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, p. 8. 
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theology, distinguishes between ‘onto-theology’ and ‘theology’.20 Derrida describes the difference as 

between the study of God in terms of the concept of perfection as opposed to the ‘science of faith’ that 

focuses on manifestation through revelation.21 The former approach is onto-theological in that it 

pretends to study God as one would study an object. This can be rejected through différance; in that 

the object is never simply present to the horizon of human understanding. Theology that focuses on 

revelation does not adopt this approach but primarily describes what is given to human understanding, 

which recognises that what is revealed of the divine does not account for the whole. Revelation not 

only manifests something but also indicates that there is something concealed, as in the otherness of 

God. Descriptions of God as an object are ‘affirmative’; in that God is described according to pre-

determined concepts. Rather than directing our language towards God, God becomes something that 

participates in the terms that we define. Otherness is beyond affirmation as the divine cannot be 

‘affirmed’ by pre-determined conditions. Speaking of God in negation overcomes the problem with 

affirmation. Negation overcomes affirmation in not restricting the description of God to a particular 

image or concept, such that the image is negated as a description of God. It does not properly describe 

God. This attempts to preserve the Otherness of God, which cannot be fixed onto a particular human 

concept or idea. 

The problem with mere negation is that it may say nothing positive about God. In fact, the very 

problem is that it must say something positive about God; as Derrida notes that in avoidance there is 

always a trace affirming something.22 Negation of a particular attribute is not alone sufficient because 

a particular negation does not exclude the affirmation of another image or concept.23 Similarly 

Derrida claims that ‘the voice of an utterance can conceal another, which it then appears to quote 

without quoting it, presenting itself as another form, namely as a quotation of the other.’24 This 

                                                      

20
 Jacques Derrida, ‘How to Avoid Speaking. Denials.’, in Derrida and Negative Theology, ed by Harold G. 

Coward and Toby Foshay (Albany, N. Y.: SUNY Press, 1992), pp. 73-143 (p. 123). 
21

 Derrida, 'How to Avoid Speaking: Denials', pp. 73-143 (p. 123). 
22

 Derrida, 'How to Avoid Speaking: Denials', pp. 73-143 (p. 86). 
23

 Ernesto Laclau, ‘On the Names of God’, in Public Religions in a Post-secular World, ed by Hent de Vries and 
Lawrence Eugene Sullivan (New York: Fordham University Press, 2006), pp. 137-146 (pp. 139-40). I would like 
to acknowledge Johannes Hoff for directing me towards this text. 
24

 Derrida, 'How to Avoid Speaking: Denials', pp. 73-143 (p. 113). 
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highlights the possible deception of negative theology that a negation affirmed as a negation has 

predicative form. The problem is that the negation cannot be proposed as a resolution to the problem 

of predication for this conceals discourse that negation is always engaged. We always have a 

conception of totality that is itself an ‘account of everything’.25 The negation fits within this 

framework that we must have a conception of what is there in place of what is negated. The necessity 

of the replacement, even if less well defined, means that negation still requires predicative language. 

Thus negation has not overcome predication and can only indicate the ‘secret’ beyond predication 

rather than already find itself at the limit of language. 

Overcoming Affirmation and Negation in the Superessential 

Jean-Luc Marion’s ‘superessential’ responds to this. He argues that a superessential understanding of 

God should be employed to overcome the onto-theological problems of negation and affirmation. This 

extends beyond negation and into the superessential because it understands God as ‘more than’, which 

avoids determining the limits for conceiving of God. In referring to Nicholas of Cusa, Marion writes 

that ‘he does not end up with apophasis pure and simple, but with infinity’.26 This summarises the 

superessential. It attempts to negate in order to reveal the limitation of language rather than attempt to 

master language by forcing the infinite into our limited categories of language.  

The superessential reflects on God that is above us, that is God is not determined like other predicates 

but refers to something beyond. The name of God represents a tension in conceiving God that must be 

overcome for the superessential to be successful. The name of God cannot refer to something that is 

pre-determined; yet without a name we would not be able to reach out to God.27 Marion describes the 

thought of pseudo-Dionysius that the greatest negation rises above everything in the world.28  This 

reveals that the name of God may itself be directed beyond and into the superessential. Similarly 

                                                      

25
 Jacques Derrida, On the Name, ed by Thomas Dutoit (Stanford University Press, 1995), p. 25. 

26
 Jean Luc Marion, ‘In the Name: How to Avoid Speaking of “Negative Theology”’, in God, the Gift, and 

Postmodernism, ed by John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon (Bloomington, Ind: Indiana University Press, 
1999), pp. 20-53 (p. 25). 
27

 Laclau attribution of “oneness” to God alone is not sufficient to overcome affirmation, as otherness is not 
implicit in “oneness”, pp. 137-146 (pp. 137-8). 
28

 Marion, pp. 20-53 (p. 24). 
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Aquinas begins with recognition of the limitation of the name and subsequently discovers that 

‘affirmation finally yields to eminence because God can be named as the cause of the perfections 

stated by the names’.29 The name in the superessential is not the protection of the name of God, which 

has to be restored in order to signify the truly divine other. Instead the names of God are ‘disqualified 

without looking back, without remorse’ so that it is recognised that the name is always insufficient to 

describe God.30 In order to find the imperfection of every name of God we must begin by naming, 

which rejects the possibility of not naming God. Derrida also demonstrates the necessity of naming; 

that in negating ‘this or that’ one must first start to speak of God ‘under this name or another’.31  This 

results in a paradox that only in attempting to name God do we find the imperfection of every name 

and so we cannot either name or not name him: The only way to avoid being implicated in the divine 

is to avoid beginning affirming or negating God, ignorance we are already deprived; nor can we 

simply name him because this would wallow in imperfection and not reach the destination of the 

divine other. Therefore we must speak of God in what Derrida calls ‘dénégations’; from the title of 

the lecture Derrida gave in Jerusalem.32 This is translated in Derrida and Negative Theology as 

‘denials’; whereas Jeffrey L. Kosky, translator of Marion’s ‘In the Name’, uses ‘denegations’.33 

Marion highlights the double effect in naming that negation ‘bears the twofold function of saying 

(affirming negatively) and undoing this saying of the name’.34 Denegation could not represent a 

simple denial but is double process beyond simplistic affirmation. Thus the superessential recognises 

the problem of every name of God; such that this limitation reveals the Otherness beyond the name 

that cannot be captured in the name.  

Derrida’s Response to Marion 

Marion claimed in his paper ‘In the Name’ that Derrida misunderstood negative theology because he 

rejected the possibility that the superessential could rise above negation and affirmation. Marion 

                                                      

29
 Marion, pp. 20-53 (p. 24). 

30
 Marion, pp. 20-53 (p. 26). 

31
 Derrida, 'How to Avoid Speaking: Denials', pp. 73-143 (p. 76). 

32
 Derrida, 'How to Avoid Speaking: Denials', pp. 73-143. 

33
 Marion, pp. 20-53 (p. 48n7). 

34
 Marion, pp. 20-53 (p. 27). 



14 
 

presented Derrida as taking différance alone to be capable of appreciating the problem of 

predication.35 Explicit negation could say nothing positive of God, while the implicit negation was 

rejected as disguised predication. Against this presentation of Derrida, Marion attempts to show that 

negative theology can legitimately overcome affirmation in the superessential.36 However at the end 

of Marion’s essay Derrida responds by rebuking his claim that deconstruction rules negative theology. 

Derrida rejects the approach ascribed to him by Marion and instead points to examples of where he 

uses ‘negative theologies’ in plural, not singular.37 For example in his lecture How to Avoid 

Speaking: Denials he argues that there is no unified legacy of negative theology that could be 

genuinely organised.38 He acknowledges that there are some ‘family traits’ to negative theologies, 

which are ‘that every predicative language in inadequate to the essence’.39 The problem with Marion’s 

presentation of Derrida’s thought is that the connection of ‘negative theologies’ are too loose to be 

able to disregard the entirety of the tradition of negative theology with one movement. Hence, in 

responding to Marion, Derrida claims ‘they have a pragmatic aspect, a performative aspect that would 

require a different analysis’.40 However there is an important distinction to be made between 

pragmatic and performative. The performative is the non-predicative dimension of language that does 

not refer to theoretical concepts (for example, of identity: A=A), but instead describes the impact of 

the communication. In that every utterance even without successful interpretation affects the state of 

play. This was implicit to the recognition in the literature review (p. 7) that to situate Derrida in 

current academic discourse cannot present his work as a comprehensive solution without undermining 

its potency. In other words this project cannot be ‘the’ account of Derrida’s thought but situated in the 

degree structure, which could be considered as the stage of performance that frames the entire work.  

‘Pragmatic’ refers to a similar concept, for example Putt contrasts the pragmatic to the ‘constative’, 

                                                      

35
 Marion, pp. 20-53 (p. 22). 

36
 Marion, pp. 20-53 (p. 22). 

37
 Derrida’s response to Marion in: Marion, pp. 20-53 (p. 43). 

38
 Derrida, 'How to Avoid Speaking: Denials', pp. 73-143 (pp. 73-4). 

39
 Derrida, 'How to Avoid Speaking: Denials', pp. 73-143 (p. 74). 

40
 Derrida’s response to Marion in: Marion, pp. 20-53 (p. 43). 
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which is like predication in terms of truth claims.41 However ‘pragmatic’ may be ambiguous in that it 

may be taken to reduce any utterance to its practical effect. Focusing on the effect ignores the 

intentional significance of the utterance, which could be an empty act.42 Derrida is claiming that there 

is a second dimension to his texts on negative theology that form not merely an argument but affect 

the problem itself. The meaning of the performance is illustrated through the problem of whether one 

can avoid speaking of the trace that is inscribed into the silence.43 One cannot avoid the 

communication but in the absence of speech or act something remains; the ‘trace’.  

Steven Shakespeare outlines a similar idea when he suggests that the name of God is not something 

that is fixed at the end of discourse but always escaping.44 Derrida describes this as ‘bottomless 

collapse, of endless desertification of language’.45 Hence Shakespeare argues that ‘This secret is not 

merely nothing. It is something that makes a difference as it is experienced, even if that experience is 

never fixed’.46 This dimension of the secret illuminates the significance of the performance even when 

it is supposedly empty. For example, the prayer that is performed so that others can hear (Matt 6 v. 5) 

is not nothing but has significance at a different level, which resonates with the deferral of différance. 

The operation of différance cannot remove the fact that there was an utterance in the first place. In 

fact, in the annulment of presence the facticity of the utterance becomes more prominent. Accordingly 

différance highlights the role of the non-predicative aspects of language. Therefore Derrida’s work on 

negative theology are not merely about argument but also performative. 

This has revealed the relationship between negative theology and deconstruction. Deconstruction 

shows vulnerability; such that the object is neither present nor absent. This reflects the problem of 

conceiving God, which is disposed by negative theology.  This represents the place of negative 

theology that our knowledge of God is limited and ‘negative theologies’ respond to this problem. 

                                                      

41
 Putt, pp. 142-53 (p. 144). 

42
 Jean-Louis Chrétien, ‘The Wounded Word: The Phenomenolgy of Prayer’, in Phenomenology and the 

“theological Turn”: The French Debate, ed by Dominique Janicaud (New York: Fordham Univ Press, 2000), pp. 
147-75 (p. 155). 
43

 Derrida, 'How to Avoid Speaking: Denials', pp. 73-143 (p. 81). 
44

 Shakespeare, p. 114. 
45

 Derrida, On the Name, pp. 55-6. 
46

 Shakespeare, p. 116. 
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Derrida’s understanding of prayer can be framed in light of this that he attempts to overcome 

determination of God by avoiding setting a destination for his prayer. This is in contrast to the prayers 

of Augustine who knows who he prays to, which we will explore in the next section. 

Augustine’s recognition of limitation 

In order to apprehend Derrida’s understanding of prayer we will contrast it with Augustine’s response 

of not being able to know God. Augustine’s response to vulnerability will be derived from his 

conversion through prayers and tears. Augustine’s conversion changed his horizon of understanding. 

It was the moment that he recognised his own limitation and in the face of this he was called to 

respond. This involved the breaking down of pride and narcissism that saturated his life when he was 

unaware of his own temporality.  

The problem that Augustine faces when he converted to Christianity was how he could recognise his 

own limitation. Hampson and Hoff describe this as the change of the fallen self-centred soul through 

God.47 The self-centred soul takes the place of God, which put in Derridean terms, means that he 

thought of himself as immediate presence. His conversion interrupted this as he acknowledged his 

fallenness of displacement from God, who could provide the ‘centre’ or ‘presence’.48 He recounts the 

problem of how he could make a judgement on changeable things in book seven of his Confessions,49 

which is quoted at the beginning of Denys Turner’s chapter on Augustine’s confessions.50 Here, he 

recognises that without his judgement fixed on God he could not make reliable judgements. His 

reason is separated from the unchanging God and so he is led to the question of what is beyond this; 

as truly fixed and unchanging. This is the beginning of his recognition of his own finitude and 

limitation that leads him to search out the unchanging God. Turner notes that the process by which 

                                                      

47
 Peter J. Hampson and Johannes Hoff, ‘Whose Self? Which Unification?  Augustine’s Anthropology and the 

Psychology-theology Debate’, New Blackfriars, 91 (2010), 546-566 (p. 563). I would like to acknowledge 
Johannes Hoff for directing me towards this text. 
48

 Hampson and Hoff, 546-566 (p. 559). 
49

 Augustine of Hippo, The Confessions, trans by Maria Boulding (Hyde Park, N.Y: New City Press, 1997), bk. 
7.17.23. 
50

 Denys Turner, The Darkness of God: Negativity in Christian Mysticism, Pbk. ed (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998), p. 50. I would like to acknowledge Johannes Hoff for directing me towards this text. 



17 
 

this transition occurs is one that is lost: “Today we have denied ourselves that flexibility of mind with 

which Augustine is able to weave out a single strand of thought out of what we may regard as 

heterogeneous strands of ‘experience’ and of ‘dialectic’”.51 This indicates the process through which 

Augustine has worked from his own fallible understanding towards the unchanging essence of God.  

The beginning of this process is documented at the start of book seven, when Augustine refers back to 

adolescence as believing in the certainty of what he was most immediately aware. His break from this 

was not made cleanly through a transition in thought: ‘though I was no longer hampered by the image 

of a human body, I was stilled forced to imagine something corporeal spread out in space, whether 

infused into the world or even diffused through the infinity outside of it.’52 This thought process fits 

Marion’s presentation of Derrida that negative theology is a disguised form of predication. In 

agreement, Augustine declares this insufficient and goes further, which is the context of Turner’s 

selected quote. Hence he negates the physical as reflecting the unchanging nature of God but also 

disregards his reason as a tool for comprehending this eternal reference point. This does not however 

weaken the force of the material or rational. Instead it is the full force of finite concepts that reveals 

something higher, which is realised in the performative. The temporal nature of human experience 

than cannot be resolved into one thing or another and so to reach something eternal we must negate 

any particular that could be applied conclusively to the divinity. The dialectic that Turner describes as 

lost is that where the eternal is not understood by avoiding temporal oppositions but that the truly 

eternal is revealed through fully comprehending the temporal meaning of each particularity. We must 

fully assert each particular in order to properly negate it otherwise we risk understanding the divine as 

a mental concept. 

The dialectical movement is properly made in the performative dimension of negative theology, 

which escapes the problem of predication that remains theoretical. This is exemplified in Augustine’s 

conversion to Christianity that is an experience of prayers and tears. The significance of his tears is 

                                                      

51
 Turner, p. 54. 

52
 Augustine of Hippo, bk. 7.1.1. 
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their necessity; he cannot hold his tears back as he weeps uncontrollably.53 This is overcomes 

pragmatic predication because his actions extend beyond his will, which resonates with Chrétien’s 

sentiment: ‘This prayer that is so violent and at first uttered against our will—who can say if it is 

authentic or inauthentic?’54 The question of authenticity arises within the problem of predication 

because the valuation of prayer must presuppose a fixed referent, which is subject to our 

determination. Derrida deconstructed predication by arguing that language escapes our control, which 

is the starting point of Augustine’s prayer. Augustine’s conversion experience may begin out of his 

control, but it does not remain so as he directs his prayer towards God. In this sense we may compare 

Derrida’s prayer to Augustine’s in respect to where their calls are directed. By calling to God there is 

the risk that the answer is already known and so the problem is reduced to something theoretical. 

Derrida’s prayer contrasts Augustine’s in that he does not set the destination as God, which is an 

alternative directing that will be discussed in the next section.  
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The influence of Augustine on Derrida 

It has been shown that Augustine’s conversion experience can be expressed in the language of 

understanding one’s own limitations. His struggle in the Garden was a performative response that 

overcame the limitations of predicative language. We will now consider Derrida’s performative 

response to the limitations of theory, which leads from his aforementioned critique of Marion’s ‘In the 

Name’; that the practical requires a different analysis to the theoretical dimension of negative 

theology. From this indication of performance, the significance of the name of God will be developed 

through Derrida’s ‘How to avoid Speaking: Denials’. Here, he argues that in order to overcome onto-

theology there must be an addressee, which is in agreement with Augustine. However Derrida 

distinguishes himself from Augustine in ‘Circumfession’, in that the destination of his prayer is not 

fixed in the style of Augustine. The difference between Augustine and Derrida is emphasised by 

Caputo, who highlights the positioning of Derrida’s prayer as neither religious nor anti-religious. 

The ‘Searching Out’ of Prayer 

The performative dimension of negative theology in prayer is dependent upon the name of God. 

Derrida notes that a prayer must have an addressee, and thus must be directed to a name. The 

significance of the name is that it reaches out to the other rather than only recognising what is already 

determined by the subject. Derrida describes this as a ‘searching out’, which indicates the direction of 

otherness that recognises the abyss of the other.55 The abyss is something that I cannot determine and 

so in order to understand it I must be ready to receive from it as opposed to constructing it from my 

own categories, as in predication. Derrida draws on a further problem of addressing the other as ‘a 

Good or a God’.56 It is not sufficient to talk about a thing of ‘promise’ or a place or thing that has the 

quality that we understand as goodness. However as this is essentially a thing that our conception 

refers to, we have no obligation towards it.57 Yet Derrida rejects this as prayer: ‘this unique address is 
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not a prayer, a celebration, or an encomium. It does not speak to You’.58 The prayer towards the other 

is not a choice but is immediately implicated in existence with the other. This obligation towards the 

other distinguishes prayer towards ‘God’ from just ‘goodness’ or a ‘god’ because this is not required 

but something that could all too easily be invented. For example ‘goodness’ could be reduced to good 

for me and thereby fails to recognise vulnerability. Instead implicated in God overcomes this problem 

in that the face of God can only be rejected by already acknowledging its presence, which reflects the 

problem that negation implicitly affirms something else. It is in the act of reaching out of addressing 

another that Derrida considers that the discourse of prayer extends beyond predication into the 

performative. 

Circumfession 

John D. Caputo finds the context of religion in Circumfession as arising from Derrida’s Jewish 

upbringing into a place where he becomes unsure of the existence of God.59 Thus the conversion of 

Derrida, if not the opposite, at least contrasts that of Augustine. Whereas Augustine moves from a 

misunderstanding of God into recognising the transcendence of God; Derrida, as it were, begins from 

conceiving God into doubting his existence. When Derrida prays he does not reject the name of God 

but instead claims to not understand what it means: ‘I am addressing myself here to God, the only one 

I take as a witness, without yet knowing what these sublime words mean’.60  He acknowledges the 

vulnerability of reaching God and in response withdraws his certainty. This is similar to Augustine 

but Derrida is reluctant to move further. Derrida is considering that there may both be and not be a 

response. Caputo interprets this reluctance of certainty as indicating that the name of God is empty: 

“’God’ is the name of the absolute secret, a placeholder for the secret that there is no secret”.61 Caputo 

appears to interpret Derrida’s prayer as essentially atheistic because it grants nothing about God 

except for a name that is empty. However, the meaning is perhaps not so simplistic. This can be 

derived through the meaning of the ‘placeholder’. The ‘placeholder’ is empty as it awaits someone 
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who is yet to arrive; when the place is filled the placeholder is removed. This fits the description given 

by Caputo. The placeholder is empty because it is directed towards a future presence but this does not 

necessitate that it will always be empty but that it is empty ‘for now’. Therefore ‘God’ as a 

placeholder is not conclusively atheistic because it refers to a presence that is not yet present without 

excluding the future coming of presence. 

Caputo and Derrida 

Derrida makes a criticism of Caputo that he mistakes the ‘impossible’ for God.62 This relates back to 

Augustine in that it cannot be sufficient to have a conceptual understanding of God; instead God 

needs to be understood as ‘You’. This is differentiated in the name, which was discussed earlier in this 

section. In an endnote Caputo claims that Derrida is terrified of uncovering secrets; for example, he 

avoids using explicit schemata of Judaism.63 Hence Caputo implies that Derrida secretly knows that 

‘God’ is ‘empty’ but avoids explicit recognition.  

In this respect we should recall the context of Circumfession itself that Derrida wrote in response to 

Geoffrey Bennington’s ‘Derridabase’. Caputo describes the relationship between the two texts as 

Derrida’s fight for his own authenticity against the dehumanising tendency of Bennington’s 

‘computer program’ of Derrida’s logic. The deconstruction of ‘Derridabase’ through ‘Circumfession’ 

reveals the vulnerability of language. Similarly, an account of Derrida’s prayers and tears would risk 

this problem. Then Caputo’s book as an account of ‘Circumfession’ may also form part of the system 

in relation to the performative force of ‘Circumfession’. This explains Derrida’s ambivalent 

relationship to Caputo’s work that on the one hand he ‘likes’ his work for providing a new reading, 

yet on the other hand Caputo regards Derrida as praying towards the ‘Impossible’ rather than God as 

other. This fits the description of Gedney that Caputo is too quick to ‘canonise’ Derrida’s religious 

inclinations.64 However Gedney’s cautiousness about Derrida’s prayer is based on the conflation of 

Caputo with Derrida. His assessment of Derrida’s prayer is given through the lens of Caputo and is 
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thus unable to appreciate the difference, highlighted by Derrida, that he cannot pray to the 

‘impossible’ but must pray to ‘You’. Thus, the placeholder may move to overcome the impossible 

because the impossible becomes an onto-theological concept. If Derrida’s prayer is set on the name of 

God as a placeholder then it would not exclude the presence of God but defer it. Gedney does not 

account for this dimension of the placeholder that his prayer is not at a complete loss but set in the 

hope of something ‘to come’. However the name does not indicate the presence of a divinity as 

instead Derrida states that it could be ‘”God”—I do not say divinity’.65 This refers to the Jewish God 

as a nameless name so that Derrida’s prayer is not towards an immediate presence.  

This leads to a critique of Augustine. When he names God he moves him into the sphere of the 

possible because ‘there is someone who you can name and call because you know who it is that you 

are calling.’66 The name of God for Derrida does not submit to this problem because ‘God in my life 

is called by other names’. This cannot be predicative because it lacks the social agreement required 

for truth claims and cannot be translated into the ‘impossible’. This resonates strongly with Chrétien’s 

description of the early stages of prayer as outside the question of authenticity because it is a forced 

name. However this represents only an immediate move in a moment of time. Augustine responded to 

this experience in calling out to God, which could be described as coming after Derrida’s private 

name of God. Therefore Derrida’s prayer cannot remain static, as is assumed by Caputo and Gedney 

but is open to moving beyond. This represents the placeholder of ‘God’ which remains futural, but in 

always deferring to the future Derrida fails to lead prayer beyond its most immediate stages. 

Does this mean that Derrida’s prayer can be assessed authentically or inauthentically? This represents 

a further difficulty because the immediate personal name of God is outside of this claim but with this 

it may be that Derrida is nostalgically holding on to this name without moving forward. Derrida’s 

prayer sits in the tension between Rousseau’s nostalgia for presence and Nietzsche’s celebration of 

the loss of presence.67 Shakespeare argues that Derrida wants to move beyond the celebration of the 
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absence of God as the end of presence.68 He adherence towards the infancy of the name of God might 

indicate that he has drifted into nostalgia. However, nostalgia, partially due to its pejorative 

associations and partially due to its prevalent univocal use impairs the understanding of Derrida's 

prayers. The infantile nature of God's name does not mean that the understanding must remain the 

same as when an infant. Is it not possible that something new may come even under the guise of an 

old name, which should be appreciated at least insofar as we recognise that a new name more often 

than not does not bring forth something new but is merely a rebranding.  
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Conclusion 

We can conclude that although Derrida’s prayer might avoid the problem of the removal of presence 

by deconstruction it cannot be confirmed that he overcomes the problem. The vulnerability of human 

categories and predicates was revealed through différance, which reflected the rejection of predication 

in negative theology. Jean-Luc Marion responded by proposing the superessential, which presented a 

possibility within negative theology of rising above différance. The superessential understanding of 

God was not solely achieved through language but made through the performative element of praise 

and prayer. However Marion argued that this notion of negative theology was rejected by Derrida; a 

claim that Derrida refuted by claiming that he was cautious to avoid conflating the performative with 

the predicative. 

The significance of the performative was revealed through Augustine’s conversion in that his 

realisation of his own limitation was achieved not through argument but in the force of his conversion, 

in prayers and tears. The problem with mere mental contemplation, like predication, is that an 

assessment of his limitation would remain potential without requiring that it affect him. It would 

simply remain as one thought among many, which is overcome in the synthesis of the body and the 

mind. 

The impact of the performative in Augustine’s thought was then applied to Derrida’s own 

understanding of prayer in order to disclose the performative dimension of his work that was 

contained in his unconventional style of writing. His exploration of the secret indicated the essential 

performative element of communication that was implicit in both predication and non-predication. 

However in prayer there had to be particular performance that overcame predication different to the 

performative aspect of predicative language. This difference was grounded in the importance of 

naming God in prayer because without being directed toward the other as other it would fail to 

properly recognise vulnerability. However the name of God indicated a problem within Derrida’s 

prayer in the privacy of his name of God that, in comparison to Augustine, appeared in its infancy. It 

remains ambiguous whether it is authentic or inauthentic, there are reasons to support the view that his 
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dependency on the name of God is indicative of nostalgia but also that it could be conceived that these 

could contain an commitment to a new presence even in the guise of the old.   



26 
 

Bibliography 

Augustine of Hippo, The Confessions, trans by Maria Boulding (Hyde Park, N.Y: New City Press, 
1997). 

Caputo, John D., ‘Shedding Tears Beyond Being: Derrida’s Confession of Prayer.”’, in Augustine and 
Postmodernism: Confessions and Circumfession, ed by John D. Caputo and Michael J. 
Scanlon (Bloomington, Ind: Indiana University Press), pp. 95-114. 

---, The Prayers and Tears of Jacques Derrida: Religion Without Religion (Bloomington, Ind: Indiana 
University Press, 1997). 

Chrétien, Jean-Louis, ‘The Wounded Word: The Phenomenolgy of Prayer’, in Phenomenology and 
the “theological Turn”: The French Debate, ed by Dominique Janicaud (New York: Fordham 
Univ Press, 2000), pp. 147-75. 

Derrida, Jacques, ‘Circumfession’, in Jacques Derrida (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999). 

---, ‘How to Avoid Speaking. Denials.’, in Derrida and Negative Theology, ed by Harold G. Coward 
and Toby Foshay (Albany, N. Y.: SUNY Press, 1992), pp. 73-143. 

---, Margins of Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982). 

---, Of Grammatology (Baltimore; London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976). 

---, On the Name, ed by Thomas Dutoit (Stanford University Press, 1995). 

Dooley, Mark, and Jacques Derrida, ‘The Becoming Possible of the Impossible: An Interview with 
Jacques Derrida’, in A Passion for the Impossible: John D. Caputo in Focus, ed by Mark 
Dooley (Albany, N. Y.: SUNY Press, 2003), pp. 21-33. 

Gedney, Mark, ‘The Saving or Sanitizing of Prayer: The Problem of the Sans in Derrida’s Account of 
Prayer’, in The Phenomenology of Prayer, ed by Bruce Ellis Benson and Norman Wirzba 
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2005). 

Hägglund, Martin, Radical Atheism: Derrida and the Time of Life (Stanford, California: Stanford 
University Press, 2008). 

Hampson, Peter J., and Johannes Hoff, ‘Whose Self? Which Unification?  Augustine’s Anthropology 
and the Psychology-theology Debate’, New Blackfriars, 91 (2010), 546-566. 

Laclau, Ernesto, ‘On the Names of God’, in Public Religions in a Post-secular World, ed by Hent de 
Vries and Lawrence Eugene Sullivan (New York: Fordham University Press, 2006), pp. 137-
146. 

Marion, Jean Luc, ‘In the Name: How to Avoid Speaking of “Negative Theology”’, in God, the Gift, 
and Postmodernism, ed by John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon (Bloomington, Ind: 
Indiana University Press, 1999), pp. 20-53. 

Putt, B. Keith, ‘“Too Deep for Words”: The Conspiracy of a Divine "Soliloquy’, in The 
Phenomenology of Prayer, ed by Bruce Ellis Benson and Norman Wirzba (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2005), pp. 142-53. 

Shakespeare, Steven, Derrida and Theology (London, New York: T & T Clark, 2009). 



27 
 

Turner, Denys, The Darkness of God: Negativity in Christian Mysticism, Pbk. ed (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998). 

 


