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In this stimulating essay Smith engages Derrida and addresses the issue of authorial
intention. Smith provides both a description and a positive defense of some of the contributions
that Derrida makes to the discussion.

Smith sets the tone and reveals his concern by immediately emphasizing the critical
importance of authorial intention for the community of faith: “The hermeneutical question of
authorial intent simply cannot be circumvented for a tradition that receives the Scriptures as the
Word of God. If the Scriptures are to function as an authority for faith and practice, that authority
must derive from the divine Author in some way.” (112)

Smith then goes on to argue that many of the criticisms against Derrida are based on the
critiques of John Searle, which Smith argues is “misguided.” Smith describes the “received”
Derrida as an interpretation that “is a wholly arbitrary endeavor – a creative game with the play
of signifiers where the reader is Lord of the dance.” (113) Vanhoozer is noted as an example, and
Smith interprets Vanhoozer’s position as “Because Derrida’s semiotics precludes full presence,
Vanhoozer concludes that it precludes meaning insofar as meaning is linked to authorial intent,
and authorial intent is linked to the full presence of the author.” (114) As we will see, Smith via
Derrida takes the position that although the author is both absent and present with the result that
there is the possibility of both communication and miscommunication.

Smith describes Searle’s interpretation as an “either/or disjunction,” with the whole
possibility of communication at stake if we accept Derrida’s position. But Smith disagrees.
Rather than imposing a strict either/or (either we can communicate or we cannot communicate)
Smith notes that “Derrida is asking: to what degree can an author’s intentions be communicated?
Perfectly? Transparently? Immediately? At root, what is at stake are the conditions of possibility
of communication, not the possibility of communication.” (115 – all cited italics are author’s)

An important point in Smith’s essay is his explanation of Derrida’s statement, “There are
only contexts”:

This “does not mean,” Derrida insists, “that all referents are suspended, denied, or enclosed in a book, as
people have claimed, or have been naïve enough to believe and to have accused me of believing.”…“There
are only contexts” means that “meaning” is inextricably linked to contexts at the same time that signs are
characterized by a decontextualizability (or, roughly, “undecidability”). But it is important to note, contra
Searle, that these are structures of possibility, not impossibility. (120)

The idea of “context” is important. For Derrida “a context is never absolutely
determinable, or rather in what way its determination is never certain or saturated.” (116)

A second important idea that goes along with the notion of “context” is the idea of
“iterability”:

In order for writing to operate as a means of communication it must participate in a system of inscription
that does not depend upon any particular recipient; in order to be “legible, it must utilize a public system of
marks that is not the product of – or under the control of – any particular addressee (or addressor). Derrida
describes this condition as iterability. (117-18)

Iterability, then concerns the “marks” or the “means of communication.” But if signs are
iterable and discernable to various readers and writers, then they must be able to be “unhitched,”
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in a sense, from their context. This is the point where we see the notion of “context” and
“iterability” collide:

In order for signs – whether written or spoken – to communicate (roughly, transfer meaning across a web of
relations) it is necessary that such signs be iterable, formally or structurally discernible by a plurality of
both addressees and senders. But insofar as signs are iterable, they are also decontextualizable – they can be
unhitched from a particular context and understood differently. (119)

This is why for Derrida “context is never absolutely determinable”:

A context can never be completely saturated or determined because there is always a dual element of
absence: of senders from receivers, but also of senders from themselves…Thus Derrida concludes that “one
of the definitions of what is called deconstruction would be the effort to take this limitless context into
account, to pay the sharpest and broadest attention possible to context, and thus to an incessant movement
of recontextualization.” (120-21)

“But,” Smith inquires, “are there limits to recontextualization?…Could we ever be
justified in ‘fixing’ the context, and hence meaning of a text (such as the Scriptures)?” (121)
Smith goes on to explain that the “incessant movement of recontextualization” (mentioned
above) does not mean that we are given over to an interpretive free-for-all. There is a role of the
community to act as an “interpretive police” and to “fix contexts…and halt the play of
recontextualization.” (122)

Having dispensed with what Smith perceives as misreadings of Derrida and established a
re-reading of Derridean terms and concepts, Smith now returns to his stated purpose of engaging
the issue of authorial intention: “The ‘author’s intention,’ then, is not some magical hermeneutic
grail that escapes the conditioning of context and textuality; but neither is it sheer myth.” (122)

For Smith, as for Derrida, there is risk in communication: “Communication involves risk
precisely because I cannot govern the way in which my utterances and texts are interpreted; there
is no simple recourse to the author’s intentions to halt such recontextualization.” (122)

Smith then presents what is, perhaps, his most significant point regarding the issue of
authorial intention by introducing the absence/presence distinction. The author is present, but not
fully present. There is a sense in which the author is absent as well as present:

The author is both absent and present; we might say that what Derrida describes is not full presence (or
absence) but real presence: the author is really present, but not fully present – she also remains withheld
from or beyond the utterance. As such, Derrida’s account of authorial intention echoes what I have
described elsewhere as a “logic of incarnation,” which refuses the either/or of full presence or complete
absence (adopted by Searle), but rather provides an account of the real presence and yet necessary absence
of the author in the text – just as Christ manifests to us the fullness of God, without God’s transcendence
being reduced to the manifestation.
“This way of thinking of context,” Derrida contends, “does not, as such, amount to a relativism.”  (123)

This view of context, on Smith’s reading, does not result in relativism because the
community of which one is a part can make a determination of the meaning (or meanings) of the
author. As such, Smith reads Derrida not as advocating or even implying the impossibility of
communication, but rather that communication involves risk. (124)

Smith can now use the incarnation as a metaphor for interpretation:

The Word was a matter of interpretation, subject to decontextualization and the play of meaning. It is in this
sense that he came to his own and his own did not receive him. This means, of course, that they did not
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receive him as the Word spoken by the Father; rather, they construed him otherwise. Thus, other readings of
the Word are possible, but not all are judged to be the Author’s intention: to “read” Jesus as anything less
than the Incarnation of God is to misread him. Of course, such misreadings are possible given the structure
of communication; that is a necessary risk. Moreover, determination of the Author’s intention is determined
by and from within the community of the Church, both globally and across time. (124)

As the above quote indicates Smith is clearly concerned with the intentions of the author,
and certainly cannot be accused of relativism or any similar charge. But clearly the main point is
that for Smith authorial intent is a determination made by the community. This is what permeates
the essay and is the primary reading of Derrida. But in doing so, Smith has now moved the
discussion of interpretation into the church and as such has resituated the hermeneutical debate
within an ecclesiological context:

As the community of the faithful discern the Author’s intention they are indwelt and led by the Spirit of the
Author. This would not be a “God of the gaps,” deus ex machina appeal to a new immediacy nor a magical
access to authorial intent. Rather, this special, pneumatological hermeneutic would be an extension of the
account of context provided above. In other words, our hermeneutics of Scripture will require, first and
foremost, an ecclesiology. (125)

In summary, then, Smith seems to be drawing us into a Derridean account of authorial
intent that maintains a goal of authorial intent, but recognizes this as a process of the community,
a community indwelt and guided by the Holy Spirit. Smith recounts Derrida by means of
demonstrating the risk and the inherent drawbacks to communication. The risks of
miscommunication, however, do not preclude any communication, and as such we can still aim
and respect the intentions of the author.
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