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ABSTRACT

In 1966, Derrida's groundbreaking essay "Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the
Human Sciences” introduced a paradigm that has since opened countless avenues for
researchers. By deconstructing existing structures and reconstructing their components,
this approach has ushered in new horizons for the creation of meaning. A comparative
analysis within this research reveals that 37 years before Derrida, with his "Derridean
Deconstruction,” drew philosophical attention to this contentious concept, René Magritte,
with his painting "The Treachery of Images," had quietly painted his own "Magrittean
Deconstruction Manifesto" on the canvas of modern art. This painting is considered "one
of the first horizons of post-structuralism.” Although Derrida praised this painting, he never
acknowledged the inspiration it provided in shaping and grounding his theory. This
foundational, qualitative, library-based research aims to conduct a comparative study of
Magritte's "The Treachery of Images" and Derrida's theory of "deconstruction” to unveil the
hidden correspondence between the painting and the theory. By introducing and
comprehensively explaining the key theoretical components of deconstruction, including
logocentrism, binary oppositions, grammatology, différance, parergon, aporia, and
dissemination, and by mapping them onto the painting, this article concludes that Derrida
seems to have adopted these concepts from the painting as a model to approach, visualize,
and interpret his theory. Ultimately, this painting alone is sufficient, explicit, and
comprehensive to visualize and manifest the components of deconstruction.
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INTRODUCTION

In his controversial 1966 essay, "Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the
Human Sciences," Derrida introduced a new current in the realm of criticism and
redefined the term "deconstruction.” On the other hand, the painting "The Treachery
of Images" or "This is not a pipe" (Image 1) by the Belgian surrealist painter René
Magritte seems to have foreshadowed the unknown and emerging post-structuralist
perspective for the audience, even before Derrida. In this painting, Magritte boldly
challenges and rebels against the previous rules of semiotics, effectively redefining the
sign within his work. From a new and unconventional angle, he compels the rules of
signs towards "self-destruction” and "self-construction.” In his work, the image of a
pipe, which is itself a sign, declares its independence from the word or term "pipe,"
which is another sign, and thus inaugurates a new chapter in the approach to
semiotics.

Ceci 7i-est pas une jufee .

Image 1. René Magritte, "The Treachery of Images" (This is not a pipe), 1929.
Source: https://www.wikiart.org/

"Undoubtedly, this work is worthy of consideration in explaining Derrida's
deconstructive semiotic approach. In such a way that it might be possible, relying on
it, to speak of the invention of 'Magrittean deconstruction’ before the invention of
‘Derridean deconstruction’. This painting has revealed 'one of the first horizons of
post-structuralism'. Although Derrida praised it upon encountering it, he never
mentioned the inspiration drawn from the idea of this artwork in shaping and
founding his theory. This research, a fundamental theoretical study using a library-
based method, aims to introduce and fully explain the most important theoretical
components of deconstruction theory, while conducting a comparative study of René
Magritte's 'The Treachery of Images' with Jacques Derrida's 'deconstruction’ theory
in a way that reveals the corresponding relationship between the painting and the
aforementioned theory."

METHODOLOGY

This research employs a qualitative methodology, utilizing a library-based approach
to gather and compile research materials and theoretical resources from various
sources, including articles, books, and interviews with scholars in fields such as
structuralism, post-structuralism, deconstruction, the sign, and semiotics, as well as
René Magritte's painting 'The Treachery of Images. Initially, the primary


https://www.wikiart.org/

components of Derrida's deconstruction theory are introduced and explained in a
comprehensive and clear manner. During this process, the corresponding, semantic,
and conceptual relationships between the elements of the theory and the signs present
in the painting are aligned in such a way that, with the necessary interpretations, the
reader can practically visualize the theory within the painting. Finally, by
interpreting, hermeneutically analyzing, and synthesizing the results, the final
conclusions are drawn.

FINDINGS

Prior to the interpretation of corresponding signs between the components of
deconstruction and their analogous application to "The Treachery of Images,' the
foundations of deconstruction theory have been extensively explained and
introduced in the main body of the article. However, in this summary, we will focus
on the interpretation and matching of the signs present in the painting with Derrida’s
theory:

Logocentrism in 'The Treachery of Images’

René Magritte, in "The Treachery of Images,' satirizes the logocentrism of Western
metaphysics and directs it towards an unexpected challenge. Based on the concept of
logocentrism, the viewer of this work cannot tolerate the contradiction between the
image and the sentence beneath it and finds it incompatible with logic. The word
'pipe, as speech, has more value and authority than its written form, and the ‘word'
itself has a nature as the origin of all phenomena of existence; therefore, it is only the
circle of writing that misleads us in judging the word 'pipe,” whose corresponding
image we also see in the painting, because writing is a dead substitute that is formed
in the absence of spoken language."

Binary Oppositions in 'The Treachery of Images’

Magritte, in this painting, explicitly expresses the binary opposition between
'word/image' in the history of Western metaphysics and rebels against the dominant
aspect, namely the word, giving credit to the subordinate aspect, the image. In this
way, for years, images have been bound and employed by words until we come to this
painting: the image of the pipe is depicted so realistically and boldly on the canvas
that it constantly draws our attention away from its word (in the sentence below) and,
better yet, heralds the end of the historical law of 'image in the service of describing
the word' and proves that the image alone is capable of appearing in the evocation of
a mystery based on signs, even if a word tries to chain it. Although in this painting, it
seems, on the contrary, that it is the words that are employed by the image and
announce their own destruction in the face of it. In this painting, based on a
deconstructive reading, the truth and correctness of the sentence below the image of
the pipe cannot eliminate the 'visual concept of the pipe'."

Interdisciplinary .
Studies in the Humanities

Abstract




lntcrdisci{:]jnary Studies
in the Humanities

Volume 16
Issue 3
Summer 2024

Grammatology in 'The Treachery of Images’

To analyse "The Treachery of Images' from the perspective of Derrida's grammatology
or writing, the entire painting must be considered as a 'text. In "The Treachery of
Images, the sentence below the image of the pipe elegantly shifts the concept of
language from its spoken form to a written, enduring, and transparent form, and by the
contradiction it contains, it has further highlighted the importance of writing over
speech. If we show a picture of an apple to a child who cannot read or write, he will
immediately express the spoken form that belongs to the apple in the language. But
according to Derrida, this also shows that the child is aware of a 'primordial writing' or
logocentrism' and is able to read it; therefore, the image of the apple is a stimulus for
reading that ‘primordial writing' or logocentrism' and the act of speech in the child's
mind. It is clear that if Magritte had only painted a pipe on the canvas and stood beside
it to tell the viewers verbally: 'This is not a pipe,' he would never have achieved such
fame; rather, the spoken mind on the canvas in the form of a written sentence makes
the interpreting mind of man think thousands of times more. Our encounter with the
image of the pipe is also of the kind of primordial writing that Derrida refers to. Because
it evokes the word 'pipe’ in its 'spoken' form and is in a clear contradiction with its
‘written' form, namely the sentence 'this is not a pipe'. This painting, more than
anything, announces the absence of its painter. In fact, this was Magritte's intention: 'I
am not present and there is no explanation, and yet everything is eloquent'."

Difference in 'The Treachery of Iinages’

Derrida's concept of differance, simply put, is the difference and deferral at the
foundation of a proposition called 'meaning’. In "The treachery of Images', meaning is
only manifested in the shadow of difference and deferral. Here, too, the image refers to
an object called a pipe, and the word also refers to the same object, so there must be a
'difference and deferral' at work that makes the image and the word try to deny each
other to this extent. Now, just as Derrida did by replacing the letter 'e' with the letter 'a’
in the word differance to establish a new concept in the world of signs, Magritte also
does exactly the same thing in his painting by adding the word 'not' instead of 'is' in the
sentence 'this is not a pipe’, thus evoking the same difference and deferral intended by
Derrida in the meaning resulting from the pipeness of the object in the viewer's
perception of his work; in confronting this painting, it is as if a hidden voice constantly
whispers in the viewer's mind: 'This is a pipe'... while his eyes, seeing the sentence below
the image of the pipe, cannot confirm this inner voice; therefore, it can be said that
Magritte has somehow drawn the differance intended by Derrida in advance."

Parergon in 'The Treachery of Iimages’

Derrida defines a parergon as an element that determines the relationship between
the inside and outside of a painting's frame, proving that this frame is a "potentially
permeable boundary." Magritte depicts the pipe in a realistic manner, with shading



that suggests the pipe is situated in a specific place. However, this is only true of the
pipe itself; the surrounding environment of the pipe is suspended in a fluidity born
of weightlessness, placelessness, and timelessness. This same fluidity applies to the
accompanying text below the pipe, as it too is presented within the same space. None
of us have a clear understanding of the fluidity Magritte envisioned. The Magritte
pipe is deliberately placed in this void. This pipe cannot be seen elsewhere in this
form, as in our daily lives, an object is only definable within the cycle of its
relationship with other objects, not in an abstract and detached environment like "The
Treachery of Images'. Magritte uses this void as a device to purify the message he
wants to convey, beautifully and intelligently inviting the bustling, convention-filled
world outside the painting into the secluded, mysterious, and mesmerizing world
within.

Aporia in 'The Treachery of Images'

In the painting "The Treachery of Images," we encounter a type of doubt, confusion,
indecision, dilemma, and paradox. We are placed at a crossroads, lost. These are all
concepts that Derrida refers to as the "experience of aporia.” Derrida views ethics as
a matter related to the experience of aporia, a difficult endeavor towards decision-
making.

Here, it might be pertinent to mention one of the most influential literary lines in
world literature, which William Shakespeare employed in the play Hamlet: "To be, or
not to be, that is the question.” This conflict is evident in the nature of the "pipe" in
"The Treachery of Images": whether it is a pipe (as the image suggests) or not a pipe
(as the text asserts) is the question. Here, the viewer's perception of a fixed concept is
challenged by two visual elements: the image and the word, which have always been
used interchangeably. This results in an exceptional challenge and the experience of
aporia.

Doubt is the most important pillar of the concept of aporia. In "The Treachery of
Images," doubt takes a prominent form through what we "see" versus what we "read,"
making it difficult to distinguish between a true and false statement within the binary
opposition of "true and false." Here, the boundary between reality and truth is
minimized, and every viewer experiences the aporia that Derrida describes when

(PRl

confronted with René Magritte's "The Treachery of Images."
Pollination in 'The Treachery of Images’

Given the bold transformation of the conventional "reading/viewing" culture in "The
Treachery of Images," the inference of any meaning within this work is indicative of
a coordinate known as "intertextuality” within the same culture. This meaning arises
from the pollination of previous meanings and itself now actively contributes to the
succession of creating new meanings through another process of pollination.
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In "The Treachery of Images," the search for a fixed meaning is a futile and vain
endeavor, while the scope of possibility for the evocation of various meanings is
boundless. When confronted with "The Treachery of Images," since each viewer's
cultural and sociological preconceptions are involved in interpreting what they see
and are influential in their perceptual process, proving any single or pre-defined
meaning for the work seems impossible. Therefore, in the cycle of "reading/viewing,"
the audience is initially directed toward the text itself rather than the author's
intended concepts. In fact, the text becomes ineffective when placed under the
author's intention, and only the "viewer's reaction” determines, under the influence
of the pollination of meaning, what the text refers to.

CONCLUSION

Jacques Derrida's theory of deconstruction has opened up countless opportunities for
researchers and thinkers in various fields today. This approach, by deconstructing
numerous structures and reconstructing the resulting components, has forged new
horizons in the creation of meaning. Through the analysis conducted in this research,
it becomes evident that 37 years before Derrida drew the attention of contemporary
philosophical circles to the controversial concept of "Derridean deconstruction,"
René Magritte quietly inscribed his own "Magrittean deconstruction manifesto” on
the wall of modern art with his painting "The Treachery of Images." This painting
reveals "one of the first horizons of post-structuralism.” With the interpretations and
analyses presented in this research, it can be inferred that Magritte's painting, from a
semiotic perspective, encompasses all the components of Derrida's deconstruction
and displays them with remarkable simplicity. This work is so self-sufficient for
approaching, visualizing, and interpreting Derrida's theory of deconstruction that it
can be said that if Derrida did not consider "The Treachery of Images" as a "model"
for the foundation of his theory, he undoubtedly drew "inspiration” from it.
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1. The Garden Party
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5. Relativism
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2. Dialogue of Phaedrus
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